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Gudruna made as lovely a picture as the heart

of man could desire.
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INTRODUCTION

HE framework of this romantic tale

of ancient Iceland is constructed on

the basis of the Sagas dealing with

events which occurred in that

country at the end of the tenth

century and the dawn of the

eleventh. Kiartan, our hero, claimed

descent from no less a person than

Olaf the White, who was first of the Northmen to

make of Dublin a royal burg for a line of Sea-Kings.
In 872 Olaf the White fell in battle. His widow,

Unn, or Audun as she is sometimes called, went to

Scotland, where her son, Thorstein the Red, held sway.
He, too, fell fighting, and Unn being obliged to leave

the country took ship for Iceland, where many high-
born Norse settlers had gone, to avoid the over-master-

ful rule of Harold Fair-Hair. Other dwellers had
been there before the vikings' coming : fishers first,

then Irish hermits with cross and book, men of peace

seeking lonely lands, that they might give more

thought to God and the hereafter
;
but as a flock of

crows will scatter when a lordly eagle wings its

way towards them, so fled those hermits, before the

Norsemen.

On her voyage out, Unn married off a grand-daughter
in Orkney, and another in Faroes, and from these

were descended respectively, Earl Sigurd and Trond
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of Gate, both of whom figure in our story. In Ice-

land, Unn made an extensive land-take by the shores

of Broad Firth, and her youngest grand-daughter

marrying and settling there, was the mother of Hoskuld,
a noted viking in his day.
About the middle of the tenth century, when on a

viking cruise, Hoskuld purchased a beautiful bonds-

woman, who in time bore him a son, that lives in Saga
literature as Olaf the Peacock.

The bondswoman, who had for some years feigned
to be dumb, was overheard one day talking in Irish

to her little boy. When questioned by Hoskuld she

confessed her subterfuge, declaring that she was of

royal birth, Melkorka by name, and daughter of the

famous Irish king, Muircheartach of the Leathercloaks,

and had been carried into captivity by viking raiders.

Hoskuld's wife and elder sons made mock of the

bondswoman's story, but when Olaf grew to manhood
he voyaged to Ireland and proved it to be true. On
his return he was highly favoured by his father, who
at his death left him a goodly inheritance, much to

the disgust of Thorleik, the elder and legitimate
brother.

Marrying Thorgerda, daughter of the famous warrior

and skald, Egil Skallagrimson, Olaf Peacock built

Herdarholt, and anxious to strengthen family ties

and secure peace with Thorleik, took into fosterage
his son Bolli, who grew up along with Kiartan his

own son.

Foster-brothers in those days were bound by oath

to share all dangers equally, to avenge each other if

slain, and render the solemn rites of burial. All

causes of enmity and rivalry in games and contests
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were avoided, and the breach of the oath of brother-

hood was regarded as a dire disgrace.

The old saga writer has handed down a description,

from the lips of men who had seen and known the

foster-brothers, telling what manner of men they were,

and this we will quote.
"
Kiartan Olafson grew up at home at Herdarholt.

He was of all men the goodliest of those who have

been born in Iceland, striking of countenance, and
fair of feature, with the finest eyes of any man, and
abundant hair as fine as silk flowing in curls. He was
tall and strong, taking after his mother's father, Egil,

and so well-proportioned that all wondered who saw
him. Skilful he was in arms, a deft craftsman and

great swimmer; in all deeds of strength excelling

others, yet so gentle and engaging that every child

loved him ; light of heart he was moreover, and free

with his money. Olaf the Irish loved him more than

all his children."
"

Bolli, his foster-brother, came next to him in all

deeds of prowess ; comely of face was he, courteous,

most warrior-like, and delighting in gay attire."

We are told, moreover, that Herdarholt was one of

the most splendid homes in the land, and that its

wall panels were carved and painted with scenes from

the story of Baldur. A poem has been handed down
in which a skald, Ulf Uggison, describes its mag-
nificence. It stood high on the moorland some three

miles inland, with a wide view over the dale, beyond
Hoskuldstead and the Lax River out to the waters

of Broad Firth, dark stranded, circled by mountain

ranges, with the peak of Helgafell ending the prospect
to the south and west. Under its hallowed shade
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at Thorsness lived Godi Snorri, who united in his

person the office of lawman with that of priest of

Thor.

Another household must be spoken of before we

begin the story. On the north side of Broad Firth,

some seven miles from Herdarholt, lay Saelingsdale,
wooded and fertile, with hot springs bursting from the

bosom of the valley. Here was the house of Oswif, a

wealthy man and reputed wise, with five sturdy sons

growing up around him, a widowed kinswoman,

Thorhalla, as housekeeper after his wife died, and a

daughter, Gudruna, of whom the old saga teller

recorded some nine hundred years ago :

"
She was the

goodliest of women who grew up in Iceland, as to looks

and wits, and so stately was she that at that time

whatever other women wore in the way of finery was
looked upon as children's gew-gaws beside hers. She

was the most deep-minded and fairest spoken of all

women, and open-handed withal."

Tp this account of Gudruna's beauty, wit, wealth

and rich adornment, let this be added, that she had
for friend and counsellor no other than that master

of all guile, Snorri of Helgafell, and then can be

reckoned what power was hers to make or mar men's

fates.

Of the sagas which we have drawn from, the chief

is the Laxdale Saga quoted above. It was committed

to writing in the twelfth century. The name of the

compiler is not known, but some attribute it to Ari

Frodi (born 1067, died 1148), also compiler of the
"
Landnamabok,' or history of the colonisation of

Iceland, and of a history of the early kings of Norway,
which Snorri Sturlason made good use of. Ari lived
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at Helgafell, and received much of his saga lore from

Thurida, daughter of Snorri Godi. Burnt Nial, the

most popular of all the sagas, describes Thangbrand's
mission and Iceland's acceptance of the Christian

Faith, A.D. 1000. It also throws much light upon the

character of Snorri, and sketches in bold brief lines

the personality of Thorkel Hak. The authorship of

the Burnt Nial has never been decided. Snorri

Sturlason, the famous historian (1178-1224), had his

residence at Reykholt, in the Smoky Valley of our

story. In his Saga of Olaf Tryggveson, and in the

Heimskringla, he relates some incidents of Kiartan's

stay at Nidaros, and gives a description of the Battle

at Svold, which we have drawn on largely, adding a

fitting dramatic setting, when we make Skuli relate it

in Earl Sigurd's Hall at Hrossey.

Bishop Biarni, author of the Jomsviking Lay, is

thought by the best authorities to have compiled the

Earls' Saga or Orkney Saga as it is generally called.

He resided at Kirkwall, was a contemporary of Snorri

Sturlason who frequently quotes from him, and died

in 1225. The Saga of the Ere Dwellers, which tells

much of what we relate with regard to early voyages
to America, is attributed to Hall Gizurson, who lived

at Helgafell, 1220 to 1260.

To what extent have we romanced then ? It would

spoil the reading of our story if we told. The student

of the Sagas will know, and can judge our effort to

fill in the sketchy outlines of the old chroniclers by
a realisation of much that may have been.









Sons of the Sea Kings

Chapter I

Gudruna Rides to the Althing

UDRUNA, Oswif's daughter, sat at

home in Saelingsdale, and was right

glad to be there again instead of

beneath a husband's roof, for in her

father's house none had ever sought
to check her imperious will. Un-

mothered she had grown up, one fair

maid amid five sturdy brothers, the

household being ruled by her kinswoman, Thorhalla

Crook-nose, who now stood by her side, a brisk, widowed

dame of middle age, whose tongue was ever wagging,
however busy she might be.

As Gudruna combed out the masses of her long golden

hair, Thorhalla displayed for her choice, cloaks, veils and

kirtles of various colours, discussing keenly, which would

set off her beauty to the best advantage, and what jewels

and ornaments might match with them.

Next morning they would set out to the Althing, that

great annual assembly of Iceland, to which folk flocked

from the four quarters of the land. There it was that

new laws were passed, or old ones annulled, suits tried,

outlawries decreed, blood feuds settled
;
and while some

were busy thus at the Hill of Laws, others there were who
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gave more heed to match-making, therefore it behoved

every marriageable woman to go well arrayed.

Gudruna had determined on this occasion to outshine

all others, since this was to be her first appearance there

since her widowhood.

Thorhalla went on to talk of the many wealthy and

notable men who had come to woo Gudruna since the

death of Thord, her second husband
;

"
and 'tis my belief,"

said she,
"
that henceforth no woman in the land will be

more sought after than will you."

At this lavish flattery Gudruna beamed, delighted.
"
Ah, now at last," she said,

"
I begin to know the true

joy of life
;
what greater pleasure can there be, than to

see a stalwart warrior following lamb-like in my wake,

confused and bashful when I speak to him
;
then to raise

his hopes a while by soft words and tender glances, luring

him on so, to avow his love, and at last to crush him by a

curt refusal, and send him off disconsolate.

"Men glory in war, and women, I ween, in love, and

already though scarce two months widowed, I have a dozen

at my beck and call." She laid down the comb, and with

hands clasped idly about her knee, sat smiling at the

memory of her luckless suitors. Lovely as she was,

something of the fierce lust of conquest kindled in the

bright blue eyes. A very daughter of the vikings was

Gudruna, and just so might some sea-roving ancestor of

hers have looked, when gloating over the plunder of a

riven shrine or kingly treasure house.

Thorhalla regarded her admiringly but thought :

"
best

for me that she should wed soon, and leave me as before,

mistress in this household
"

;
so sagely she shook her

head and gave this counsel.
" No scarcity of suitors have

you had, and more will follow, yet 'twere well not to let
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this Althing pass, but make some settled choice, ere your

beauty wanes, and youth's first bloom is gone."
"
Nay, no hurry," answered the other frowning.

" Too

speedily was I wooed and won at my first marriage, and

indeed my father had all to do with that match, and never

as much as asked my consent. In the matter of money
he showed himself a wary chooser, yet things went ill,

and Thorwald, for all his wealth, played the niggard
with me as often as he dared."

" But in the end you got the better of him ?
"

"
True, indeed. Young as I was I would not suffer to

be chidden like a child. One day as I was fretting and

complaining about the cheap and unbecoming cloth he

bought me, he at last lost patience and struck me a hard

blow upon the face. Instead of weeping as any woman

might, I curtseyed low in mockery.
' Thank you, my

master,' said I, 'for you have now given me what all

women desire, namely a good cheek colour, and that gift

deserves one in return.'
"

Thorhalla cackled.
" You have as ready a wit as any

woman in Iceland, and the plan you took to be rid of him

was unmatched. How came it into your mind ?
"

" To tell the truth, Thord deserved all the credit, for

already he was about our house and paying court to me.

Well skilled was he in ancient laws, and thought of this

which few remembered, that for a man to appear publicly

in a woman's garment, gave his wife due reason for divorce.

I laid then among Thorwald' s clothes a red robe, in colour

and broidery resembling a kirtle he was used to wear at

feasts. He was short of sight as you know, and coming
in one night full of ale, he put it on without noticing

how it was cut, nor did I say a word till he had taken

his place upon the high-seat before guests that were there.
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"
Greatly were they astounded to see him thus in woman's

garb, so up I rose and called on them to witness this un-

seemly folly, and thus my plea for divorce stood good and

I was rid of Thorwald."
"
Thord's cunning served you well in that," said Thor-

halla,
" and many say that he was next to Snorri himself

in plotting guile."

Gudruna sighed.
"
Such wisdom well befits a lawman,

but in a husband it proved little to my liking, and when I

wedded Thord, try as I might I could not outwit him
;

however, luckily he was fore-fated to be drowned at sea,

and I was not troubled with him long. Now, with my
beauty and the wealth I have inherited from these, I may
look to have my own choice of a man next time."

Thorhalla leaned over confidentially, and her voice

took a lower tone.
" You will find it easier to rule a

young and passionate lover. Love blinds men so that

they be not too careful in counting money or in reckoning

cost, and what think you of Bolli Thorleikson ? Young,
handsome, and well endowed, and though he has not

spoken of marriage as yet, his eyes cannot hide what his

heart holds."

Gudruna rose and shook down all her rippling tresses,

till she was veiled in gleaming gold even to the knee,

then stood with white uplifted arms, binding a fillet of

silver, twined with scarlet, around her brow, and as she

decked herself thus she answered complacently : "It will

be even as you say ;
Bolli loves me I am now full sure

;

but have you not guessed, Thorhalla, that the least smile

from me would bring his foster-brother, Kiartan, also to

my feet, and between two such men as these it will be

hard to choose."
"
There you tread on thin ice," said Thorhalla,

"
and
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beware how you juggle with two lovers, or egg them on

to quarrel. Once, like you, I was deemed the fairest maid

in all the land."

Gudruna looked critically at the sunken cheeks and

wrinkled brow, then turned away to hide a smile.
"
Aye," went on Thorhalla,

"
though I do say it myself,

'twas even so, and many came to woo me. Two were

more eager than the rest, and often rode to our abode to

sup."
" To sup," echoed Gudruna mischievously.

"
I thought

you said they came to woo ?
"

"
True, that was what they came for, but both were

mighty trenchermen. Wolf Windy-nose the one was

called, and Horlief High-legs was the other. Lief was

the tallest of the twain, and handsomest, too, but Wolf

was blessed with gear, and in that Lief was lacking.
" You favoured Wolf, then," said Gudruna.
"
That was so," replied Thorhalla,

"
but how came you

to know it ?
"

"
Not hard to guess, you said he had the wealth, but

go on with your story, for something I have heard,

that through these heroes you came by that twisted

nose."
" Woe is me," groaned Thorhalla,

"
that was a sore

mishap, and thus it came about. One night we sat at

meat, Wolf by my side, and Lief opposite across the

board, and I need not tell you he was jealous. As time

wore on the ale ran short, and up got Lief to shout for

more, but no one answered for a while, then as so happened
Wolf drew forth a clout, and blew a wondrous blast upon
his nose as was his wont at times, and at that moment
the thralls came running in.

" '

Ho, ho,' jeered Lief,'
'

is it thus you trumpet up at
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Lairstead to summon serving men ? Would I had a

windy nose like yours that can be heard so far.'

" ' What right have you to talk,' cried Wolf,
'

with such

a pair of stilts as you have got for legs ?
'

Up jumped
Lief again in fury, and hurled at him a great beef bone

he had been picking ;
but down ducked Wolf below the

board, and it hit me fair upon the nose so hard a blow

that it has looked sideways ever since."
" How fared it with those lovers after that ?

"

"
Most ill, as doubtless you have heard. Lief said that

if I wedded Wolf, a pair of noses there would be it would

be hard to match. These words reached my ears, so

nought more had I to say to him.

"Wolf, who was used to sing praises of my eyes, now
made a scurvy rhyme about my nose. It made him squint,

quoth he, it pointed at him so, and little need he'd have

for pot-hooks up at Lairstead if I came there. That

mockery I could not abide, so I got rid of him, too. Other

wooers came after me, but each asked a most unheard of

bride gift, and that my father would not pay."
"
So you had to marry Skum ?

"

"
Nay, Glum, not Skum," snapped Thorhalla,

" and

you may fare no better, should sickness or sorry dealing

mar your comeliness."
" No fear of that," said Gudruna haughtily,

"
for never

do I sit at table with such low-born churls, as those who
take to throwing bones, and if any come to sword strokes

about me, I shall not act the fool like those who run in

to fling cloaks upon the weapons. Rather will I let them

fight it out and stand by to watch the sport."
" At any rate," said Thorhalla,

"
you need not set

your heart on Kiartan, for already the ship is equipped,
on which he will voyage oversea. 'Tis said his father,
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proud Olaf Peacock, looks for him to wed with some

princess in Ireland, and never will he yield to a match

with you."
Gudruna bridled up at that.

"
I can vaunt as high

lineage as he," she said.
" Have you forgotten how our

kinsman, Rolf the Ganger, came to rule as Duke in Nor-

mandy, and his sons and grandsons after him to this day ?"

With haughty look and firm lips, she turned, and busied

herself folding away the chosen garments, and as she did

so, mused :

"
in spite of father's scorn and foster-brother's

rivalry, Kiartan shall yet be a humble suitor for my hand,

and never yet did I fail to bring a man to my feet when

my heart was set on it."

Early next day they started on their journey to the

Althing, and Oswif rode at the head of a goodly company,
with three of his sons, Ospak, Thorolf, and Helgi nearest

to him
;

but two others were left to mind the farming,

and Odd, Thorhalla's son, with them, but Stein, the other,

went in attendance on his mother.

Thralls saw to the led horses and the baggage, for an

ample store of food and fine array was needful for their

two weeks' stay at Thingvellir.

Gudruna, as she rode by the side of the crook-nosed

dame, made as lovely a picture as the heart of man could

imagine or desire.

She was mounted on a brisk little pony, Surefoot by
name, dun coloured, and dappled like a deer, with creamy
mane and tail

; gaily caparisoned with saddle seat of

crimson wadmal, and glint of bronze on reins and

head-stall. She was attired in a green gown of finely

woven woollen stuff, and over it a coat of curly white

lambskin
; gay green, too, was the veil about her head,

and her wondrous red gold hair was wound in heavy
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plaits beneath, and fastened with a fibula of bronze.

When from time to time they met with other travellers,

the eyes of every man among them were fixed on her in

admiration, while envious looks no less flattering were

cast at her by buxom matron, or lithesome maid.

They skirted the base of the hill, from whose slopes the

stately Hall of Herdarholt looked seaward, then fording

Lax River, they passed by Hoskuldstead, where dwelt

betimes the famed Melkorka in bondage, and so on by
Hrutstead they fared to Thickshaw, where they overtook

old Hrut himself, riding in state with his fourteen stalwart

sons behind him, and this was thought by them a sign of

greatness and of might. From Hrut they learned that

Olaf Peacock with his band had set out much earlier, and

was by this well upon the way.
" And this I wonder at," said Oswif,

"
for always we

were wont to ride together to the Althing."

Thorhalla cast a sharp glance at Gudruna.
"
That

will have been dame Thorgerda's doing," she whispered.
" She minds me of a broody hen, clucking after her chick,

so watchful an eye she keeps on that son of hers."
"
Kiartan I think is too much of a man to be kept long

on a tether," retorted Gudruna, yet her looks were gloomy
and scarce another word did she utter along the way ;

but at evening, as they approached the camping place by
the lake in Valbiorn Vales, her spirits rose, as with eager

eyes she scanned the groups of wayfarers already camped
there for the night. These were mostly folk of the West

Firths, who had come thus far on their first day's journey,
and among them she at once discerned Olaf Peacock and
his following.

Light leathern booths had been raised, the horses let

loose to graze, and round their meal fire men sat in a wide
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circle on their saddles, or couched upon their outspread
cloaks.

Noticeable among the throng was Olaf himself, stately
in mien, broad browed, benign of countenance, with

flowing beard, once fair, now touched with the frost of

advancing years. Clear spoken he was, but brief in

utterance, in short he had all the ways of a leader of men.

By him, on a high peaked saddle, gaudily bedecked,

sat his wife's brother, Thorstein Egilson of Borg. Not

grim and black browed and swarthy was he, as Egil had

been at his years, but flax haired and ruddy, yet with

somewhat of Egil's height and massive build. Never won
he to such renown as that warrior skald his father, yet a

good enough man was Thorstein. He had come north

from Borg to meet with Olaf there, for they had much to

talk over.

To their fire had come from his own camping place, that

man of law and guile, Snorri, Thor's priest of Helgafell.

Middling was he of height, slender and straight faced,

yellow haired and red bearded
; his eyes were as a snake's

eyes, and some had given him the name of Snorri the Fox.

Deep were his thoughts, and his words well weighed at all

times. He was the first to note the riders from Saelings-

dale approaching, and broke in upon the talk.
"
See,

Olaf, who has come, and I will make room for Oswif by
your side, such old friends as you are."

Olaf rose in haste to greet the newcomers, while the

gaze of all fastened in wonder on the goodly array of fair

Gudruna, as she stepped forward by her father's side and

stood there, illumined by the flare of the fire, from shining

head to trim clasp on dainty shoe.

As tidings were exchanged between her father and that

company, her glance wandered searchingly around, and
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she did not fail to note, how dame Thorgerda peered forth

at her with little liking from the door of the booth, where

she busied herself in burnishing her husband's shield.

Gudruna was welcomed fittingly by Snorri and Thorstein,

and many another, but wondered all the while where

Kiartan and his foster-brother might be. She had not

long to wait, for soon they came hastening from where

they had been fishing in the river which flows from the

lake.

Kiartan strode first, and little wonder that he had fired

the love of the most beautiful woman in the land, for in

comeliness and manly grace he exceeded every other
;

blue eyed he was, and dauntless looking, with fair curls

flowing from beneath his hood.

His crimson kirtle and short cloak showed off his stal-

wart figure to advantage ;
in height he took after his

mother's side of the house, but in features and complexion
favoured Olaf Peacock, handsomest of vikings in his

day.
A goodly youth, too, was Bolli, little less in stature,

with crisp, curling brown hair, and clear hazel eyes. A
glow of pleasure passed across his face as he greeted

Gudruna, for she it was who had wakened the first love of

his manhood, and he rejoiced at her coming.
Kiartan spoke courteously.

" We missed your company
along the way, Gudruna, and here is a gift for you."

Speaking thus, he laid at her feet some silvery trout

strung upon a withy.
Not to be beaten, Bolli would have added a salmon

which he bore, but at that a voice rose gruffly grumbling
from the cooking fire :

"
nought is here but stock fish,

master, so better let the salmon bide."

Gudruna laughed prettily.
" The will stands for the
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deed, Bolli, and now do you two come to sup with me at

our fireside."

She turned and tripped away then from amid that ring

of onlookers, with Kiartan on her one hand and Bolli on

the other, nor did she fail to cast a saucy glance behind

her, towards the booth, whence Thorgerda watched their

going angrily.

Snorri looked after them, and thoughtfully stroked his

beard as thus he mused :

"
now, I ween, hath Gudruna

thrust a torch into the wood pile. Hitherto it has been

the wonder of all men how Kiartan and Bolli have kept
their fosterage vow, never in any game or contest of

skill have they gone against one another, but now the

game of love is to be played, and we shall see that brotherly
bond put to a hard test

"
;

then as he sauntered slowly
towards where his folk of Thorsness were, he hummed
between his teeth :

"
This wise, winsome widow,
With smile so alluring ;

Lays hold on the hearts of

This love smitten twain :

More potent those glances
Than firebrands aglowing ;

Like wind-fanned heathfire

Flares jealousy's flame."

The sun gleam lingered in the sky till the new day
broke, and after but short rest, the travellers were again

upon their way.
Before them lay a difficult country, intersected b}'

numerous streamlets, stretches of marshland, quaking

flows, and shaggy heath, with the dark cone of Baula

overlooking all.
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Gudruna had planned it so, that Thorhalla rode on with

Oswifs folk, and Bolli by her, deep in talk about his

wealth and prospects, but on one cunning pretext or another

she herself lagged behind, and Kiartan perforce must stay

to bear her company.
In gay mood she seemed at first, gladdened by the bright

morning, and beauty of the world around her, for even

in that wilderness the flowers bloomed fair. At times

their horses paced through tracts of golden saxifrage,

and gaudy buttercups, or where the bees hummed over

the wild thyme that draped, with sweet scented lilac

blossoms, the rugged bosom of the rocks.

So as they rode along side by side in friendliest wise,

her talk was all of the happy, careless days of youth, when

as boy and girl they had played together in the hay meads

of Oswifstead and Herdarholt, by the hot springs, or down

upon the black strand of Broadfirth. Ere vanity had

sprung up to poison Gudruna's heart, with the conscious-

ness of her marvellous beauty, she had been the merriest

of playmates, and dauntless as any of her brothers or

their comrades
;

nor could dame Thorhalla' s shrewish

tongue or threats avail to keep her within doors, in the

spinning room or at the loom, when the lads were off after

sea-birds' eggs in the crags, or to fish for salmon in the

river.

Many such adventures had Kiartan shared in, and he

laughed gaily as she recalled the memories of those times.
"

It often comes to my mind," she said,
" how we stole

away Hrut's skiff that day, and rowed out to the creek in

Ox Isle, where, as they tell, Eric dight his ship for Green-

land."
"
Yes, indeed," he went on smiling,

"
swans we were

after, but reckoned not on the hungry bear that came
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drifting in upon the ice floe from the outer firth, and made
for us open mouthed."

" How valiantly you faced him, the monster, boy as

you were, belabouring him with the oar, till Snorri's thralls

came with pike staves to our rescue."
"
You, too, were brave, Gudruna," he said,

"
and stood

by me daringly, while your brothers less valiant scurried

for the boat."

A while they talked on thus, till at length the smile

died on her lips, her graceful head drooped dejectedly,

and mournfully she sighed.
"
Youth's days are happiest

after all, and in this my father wronged me, to give me

away too soon to a husband's keeping, and rob me of the

innocent joys and love of my girlhood."

At that word
"
love," Kiartan flashed a startled look

at her face, but the eyes were downcast and demure,

pensive she grew, and a troubling silence fell between them :

so he gazed afar to where the long cavalcade of riders

showed clearly winding up the track, against the grey
lava of a barren hill slope.

"
See yonder," he exclaimed,

"
they will soon be out of

sight, so let us hasten on."

She raised reproachful eyes to his.
" What matter

then if you and I should be alone a while ? Am I so ill

looking, think you ?
"

" None would dare say that," he answered, and obedient

to her will, he slackened pace.
"
So you fare away to Norway," she continued,

"
to

win wealth and glory, as did your father and others of

your kin ? Wondrous fair are the maids they tell me at

King Olaf's Hall in Nidaros, and the Court of Ethelred in

England."
"
Aye, fair enough, mayhap, yet I am told by men, far
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travelled, that none of these can compare with one who

dwells at home in Iceland."

Her blue eyes sparkled as she innocently asked :

"
and

where can that beauteous one be found ?
"

"
Here by my side," he answered promptly,

"
for they

tell me there is none to match with you, Gudruna, for

beauty, wits, or stateliness in any of these lands."

A vivid flush of pleasure mantled from neck to brow.

Such praise uplifted her, it was as honey to the bee, as

water to the parching sod.
"
They tell you ?

"
she added petulantly ;

"
but what

think you, is the praise well merited ? Thorgerda, your

proud mother, calls me a red-haired jade, and Thorhalla

girds at the way I braid my locks."

He paused a moment as if studying her, then answered

with a sunny smile :

"
Let talk who may, I see no fault

at all. Amber and red gold mingle in the hair, and when

the sun glints thereon, it shimmers with the light of flame.

Artful are the braids, yet I would rather see it flowing free,

a wondrous mantle it would make if wound about you."
" What of these eyes ?

"
she asked, and turned them full

upon him.
"
Blue mirrors filled with light they seem."

" And lips ?
"

" More would I need to know of them."

At this she laughed well pleased.
"

It might be Thord

himself," she thought,
"
flattering ere he wedded me, so

well chosen are his words. But in love as in war, victory
is to the boldest, and I must lure him further."

Chance favoured her, for now they had reached the

brink of a broad and brawling stream, North-water by
name, which gathering its ice-fed waters on Holt-beacon

Heath, pours down a tumultuous flood to Borgarfirth.
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Following the fresh track of the other horses they made
for the ford. Kiartan rode boldly in, then turned en-

couraging her to enter.

But timidly, as though in fear, she shook her head.
"
Surefoot is my pony called, but ill deserved that name,

and I dare not trust myself on him in such a torrent."
"
Well then," said he,

"
I will seek a safer ford lower

down."
"
Nay," said Gudruna archly,

"
surely that great horse

of yours can bear us both." Dismounting she reached

out playful arms to him, but demurred as he made to

swing her up behind.
"

Fie, would you turn your back

on the beauty you have prated of ? Better thus," she

sighed contentedly, as he settled her before him on the

saddle.

Cautiously then they stemmed the torrent, and this

took time, for here and there were deep pools, and sands

shifting and dangerous, which the horses with sure instinct

sought to avoid.

So they won to an islet in mid-stream, then headed on

towards where the banks were low and shelving, and now
he was loth to be rid of those softly clinging arms, and the

golden head which nestled so confidingly to his breast.

Sorry, too, was she, and as he set her down upon the

bank, he felt her lithe form tremble in his clasp : a faint

sob seemed to catch her breath, and leaning her head upon
his shoulder she sobbed convulsively.

"
Gudruna," he

whispered tenderly,
"
why do you weep ? In what have I

offended ?
"

At that she raised her head, and gazed at him with eyes

all tear bedewed, as with an effort she seemed to quell the

emotions stirring in her bosom.
"
Alas," she faltered,

" what will you think of me ? 'Twas the thought of your
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departure so overwhelmed me, that unwittingly I unveiled

the passion of my heart : best for me to forget you, and

oh, I entreat you, Kiartan, forget this foolishness."
"
Nay," he exclaimed, as loverlike he soothed her,

"
why

should we forget ? And though long we may be parted,

always will I remember you, and when I return
"

" When you return ?
"

she whispered.
"
That may

not be for long." Her face was raised temptingly to his,

and he gazed into unfathomable eyes.
"
True," he murmured,

"
for who can tell what the

Fates hold in store, but now they offer me a priceless

gift, and that I do not disdain
"

: thus their lips met in

that first passionate kiss.

Gudruna laughed low, exultingly, and her eyes glittered

hawklike.
"
Now," she thought,

"
hath come a goodly

pull on dame Thorgerda's tether."

When again they rode on after the others, she spoke

warningly.
"
Let this love of ours remain a secret. Young as I am,

I have drunk deeper from life's fountain than have you,

and this I tell you, Kiartan, that hidden love is sweetest."



Chapter II

They Meet with Thorkel Hak

ITTLE more is there to tell of that

journey, but on the third and last

day of their faring, they came up with

a band from the north. Amongst these

was Thurida, Olaf Peacock's daughter,
with her husband, Gudmund, and

kindly greeting passed between the

kindred. With them also were the

folk of Willowdale, including Asgeir Eiderdrake, a wealthy

bonder, and his son Kalf, the seaman in whose ship,

the Swan, Kiartan had taken a half share.

There, too, rode Asgeir's daughter, Refna, a gentle

maid, blue-eyed, blond, and winsome, but as yet very

young.

Kiartan, all eager to talk of the coming voyage, hastened

to join with Kalf, and remained in deep converse with

him for the rest of the way, and in courtesy he chatted a

while with Refna, too
;
but Bolli stayed by Gudruna, who

now showed herself most gracious and sweet spoken to

him, though her jealous eyes ever followed the other

riders.

At length the vast sunken plain of Thingvellir spread

before them, and they rode quickly down through the

rift, to where their booths would be pitched ;
then Kiartan

hastened forward to help Gudruna to dismount.

2 17
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" No need of you," she said disdainfully, "for I have

Bolli here to render help, and many another would be

glad to come at a word from me. Betake yourself again
to Refna, the old Eiderdrake's duckling : I see that they
have brought her here to seek a husband, since none has

offered for her at home in Willowdale, and now methinks

there will be great quacking among the match-makers

over you and her."

These were bitter words to come from such beautiful

lips, and as she spoke her eyes flashed with indignant

scorn, but Kiartan answered heedfully.
" No need, Gud-

runa, for any to trouble over a match for me. You know
best who is the woman I will woo, when I have wealth to

keep a wife."
"
Well and good," she answered, somewhat appeased,

"
but others there are as willing as you, like Bolli, your

foster-brother, who never left my side during this last

day of our journey."
Kiartan cast a doubting look at Bolli, but with an

effort checked the angry words which rose to his lips, re-

membering the tie which bound them, and how, rivalry
and contention befitted them not. He turned to Gudruna

reproachfully, and saw by her mocking smile, that she

triumphed to note his suspicion.
" You are mistaken,"

she continued,
"
he has not ventured to pay court to me,

for now he knows that his foster-brother has been before

him
;
but of this I am sure, only for that he would be the

most ardent of all my suitors.'

With that she left him, and thralls led off her horse

with the herd to the pasturage by the river side
; then,

walking to where Oswif's people had already raised their

booth, she was soon busy directing all, for no woman was
more diligent than she, and ere long it was set most
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orderly and well bedecked. Then with Thorhalla's aid,

she went about preparing the evening meal for Oswif,

his sons, and following.

The booth of the Herdarholters was not far off, for this

was the custom of the Althing, that all folk camped accord-

ing to the quarter of the land from which they came. By
far the greater number of the booths were arranged in lines,

along a strip of level ground, that lay betwixt the great

rift and Axewater, where it flowed in tumultuous course

to the lake. The booths were so disposed, that behind

them rose the ridge of that vast volcanic chasm, like the

crest of a wave on a grey and frozen sea. The doors gave
an outlook across the river to the barren lava plain of

Thingvellir, in the midst of which rose the famous Hill of

Laws, islanded by precipitous rifts, save at one point,

where by a rocky path the law givers could ascend to their

assembly.
All was life and stir here on that summer's eve, when the

booths stood thick together as the houses in a burg. The
smoke of many meal fires drifted away upon the wind,

over the scattered booths beyond the river, to the tossing
birch trees and the blue expanse of lake. Also on that

wind was borne the cheery sound of voices, as friend hailed

friend, who had not met for many a day, or men argued
and jested together, rival skalds sang or recited, with ad-

miring groups around them, and the neighing of horses

and lowing of oxen resounded from the meads.

Darkness came not, but as the sun set behind the rock-

bounded horizon, Armansfell and Broadshield Mountains

glowed with amethystine hues, and the highest snow clad

crests were lit with rosy fire. The crimson glow deepened
and delayed in the heavens, above crag and wood and

tented plain, and was mirrored back from the surface of
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shining water, till again the radiant orb rolled up through
the mists of dawn, and was high on its way before the

travellers rose to make ready for the day's serious business.

As Kiartan and Belli strode forth from their booth,

they met with Kalf Asgeirson, and together they walked

along glancing right and left, keen to see what notable

men had come that year to the Althing, and stopping

now and then to greet acquaintances and hear the news.

Most talk was this year of the slaying of Thrain Sigfuson,

at the hand of Skarphedin, son of Nial of Bergthorsknoll,

who had jumped over twenty-four feet of deep and running
water to come at him, and had slain him where he stood

out on the ice of Markfleet in the midst of seven of his

comrades, and got away untouched.
" That would be the very man for us," said Kalf,

"
for

men are needed aboard the Swan, and such a warrior

would stand us in good stead. Likely with a blood feud

on his hands he will be willing to fare abroad."

They went straight to Nial's booth, last in the line to

the south, and there by the lake shore facing it, found

Skarphedin and his brothers dressing after a swim. He
turned on them a pair of bold, bright eyes, that shone

masterfully from a pale and somewhat ugly face, for the

features were sharp, and the teeth were rather prominent ;

still he was most soldierlike, with close-curling dark hair

brushed back behind his ears, and strength and agility

showed in every movement of the shapely limbs and tall,

well-set figure.

Kiartan lost no time in putting their plea before him,

but he shook his head smiling, and answered : "I and my
axe, the Ogress of War, cannot be missed from home, for

in spite of my father's peace making, enemies rise up

against our house on every side.
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I wish you luck, Kiartan, for your father was kinsman to

most noble Gunnar, and stood by him well
;
but the likeliest

man I know of for you is Biorn the Broadwicker, whom
Snorri will not leave in peace, and no later than last

night he told me he would fare abroad again this summer."

They found Biorn by a birch copse near the waterfall,

and with him was a fair-faced woman, Thurid of Frodis-

water, who turned away at their approach ;
and so loth

was Biorn to let her go that his looks were black enough at

first. Then Kalf set forth their request and he replied :

"
as Skarphedin told you, I must fare abroad soon, but I

have seen all the lands of the east, and have battled

everywhere with the Jomsburg Vikings. Now I would

fain seek out that cold country Greenland, where abide

Eric the Red and his son Lief. Rumour there is, too, of

a greater land and a better, further to the west, and I

will learn the truth of that."

He turned an eager face to Kalf.
" You are a skilled

seaman, and have a ship fit to weather any gale. Why not

come with me, you and Olaf Peacock's sons, and in that

great country we will be as kings with wide dominions,

who are here crowded in a corner and snarled at by wolfish

neighbours like Lawman Snorri."

Kiartan answered for all.
" West over Main we fain

would fare, if only to learn what truth there may be in

that tale of Ari Marson's we have heard of
;
but our lading

is ready for Norway, and there we must go. But tell us

now, who is the likeliest man to go with us, since

Skarphedin and you have answered no."

Biorn pointed across the river.
" You should betake

yourselves to the Speaker's son, who has but lately come

from abroad and talks of nothing else but his deeds out

there. The old man, his father, is set upon a match for
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him with a certain dame who is not to his liking, and

doubtless he would be glad to go with you."
"
Thorkel Thorgeirson," mused Kalf,

"
I know the man,

a hardy warrior no doubt, if his own tales be true, of

flying fire-drakes, wild men and such like
;
but who has

seen these wonders save himself ?
"

" You speak like some untravelled man," said Biorn,
" and this I tell you, that in Serkland, South by Niorvi

Sund, where dwell the blue men, are drakes wondrous

great and savage beasts, aye giants, too, and dwarfs
;

while in Greater Sweden, beyond Biarmaland, I myself
have seen a marvellous hairy monster embedded in the

snow. Big was he as a long-ship, with tusks great and

terrible, thicker than a man's thigh, ears wide as sails,

and a snout moreover, the like of which I have never

seen. Thorkel's tale of the drake may well be true, and

now it comes to me that on his mother's side he claims

descent from Kettle Haeing, who as you know chopped
a great fire-drake asunder, so dragon slaying would seem

to run in that family."

They bade farewell to Biorn, and of him Eyrbyggia

Saga sayeth, that he won to the land he looked for in the

west, and dwelt there till he died
;
news came from him

late in the days of Olaf the Holy, when others followed

there, but now he is out of our story.

Now they crossed the river by the bridge, and came to

where the men of Lightwater were camped, and there

saw a thick throng about a door, whence ever and anon

issued bursts of hearty laughter, as of men who listened

to some merry tale.
"
Here," said Kalf,

"
is the booth of that great champion,

Thorkel, son of Thorgeir, Speaker of the Law, and Thorkel

Hak he has been named, for it is not his wont to spare
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men either in word or deed
;

in thither let us wend our

way."
This was no easy matter, for the crowd stood close

together, eager to miss nothing of what was said
; yet at

length they made their way forward, and saw how on a

cross bench at the inner end of the booth, Thorkel sat high,

relating a tale, while his men were spread on either side,

and other listeners faced him.

He was the biggest of all men, and as broad across the

shoulders as any two, fiery red as to head and beard, with

merry blue twinkling eyes set in a much freckled face,

under bushy eyebrows.
He had on an iron-grey kirtle, with stripes of red in-

woven as a border
;
a leathern belt with silver clasps was

girt about him, and to this hung a short sword in an

ornamented scabbard.

A blue cloak, edged with brown bear's fur was flung on

the settle behind him, and on his knees was a shield, round

and rimmed with bronze, with the image of a dragon

cunningly devised, encircling the burnished boss. At

this he worked from time to time, freshening the colours,

and as he spoke, paused now and again to set a touch of

green upon the scaly back or tail of the monster, or of

vivid red to the fire-breathing jaws.

His voice was deep and resonant, and his uproarious

laugh rang out above all others, as some well-aimed jest

came home.

Soon, Kiartan and his comrades saw that in the listening

throng were mostly the folk of Steinthor of Ere, bitterest

enemies of Snorri of Helgafell, whom Thorkel mocked at

for their pleasing, and most he derided him, in that he let

his own father's death go unavenged, then merrily and

wittily he went on to tell of Snorri's wooing.
" And first,"



24 SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

said he,
"

I must speak of the fair Asdisa's father : Slaying

Styr is the name he goes by.
"

It was not by sitting at home he won that name, but

by ranging round and about and making short work of

his enemies, yet mighty as he was, his might could not

avail against two baresarks with whom he had to deal,

had not wily Snorri come to his aid. Hall and Leikner

were their names, Swedes by birth and brothers, who had

been for a while in Earl Hakon's guard, but so ill were

they to deal with that the Earl sent them out to Iceland.
"

It so came about, that Hall who thought himself to

be the handsomest of the twain, cast gloating eyes upon
Asdisa. In that same quarter Snorri the Fox had planned
to go a-wooing, and very wrathful was he to think that

this low born outlander should be his rival, and so de-

termined to be rid of them at all costs. Long he pondered
over the deeds of famous champions.

'

Egil/ he thought,
'

once slew eleven in fair fight, but mightily big was Egil,

and Orvar Odd the Viking equalled that, but wondrous

strong was Odd, and bore a sword moreover, which cut

ring mail like cloth
; yet better weapon have I in my

sharp tongue, and therewith will I slay these baresarks,

and that without a blow.' Then did Snorri betake himself

to Slaying Styr, and counselled him to speak Hall fair,

and promise him the maid on this condition, that he with

his brother, since no bride gift they could pay, must

perform instead a mighty task, namely, to cut a broad

road through the lava lands, from his abode down to

Bearshaven
;

' and when that is done/ quoth valiant

Snorri,
'

bid them bathe themselves well, before they
come into the presence of the lady, for grimy will they be

after their toil, and I will see to it that their bath is made
hot enough.'
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"
Hall and Leikner undertook the task most cheerfully,

and laboured at it long and hard. Meantime Snorri and

Styr were busy, too, building a bath planned in this wise :

that there led to it a pipe, and by a sluice a great deal of

boiling water could be suddenly admitted, heated by
fires from without, most cunningly concealed.

"
One, Thorkel Hak, a skilled but scurrilous skald, hath

made rhymes that tell the ending of this story well, and

these I will sing for you, though some may deem I run

the risk of being challenged to holmgang on the Island,

by this brave champion Snorri
"

: then Thorkel sang :

" Give ear and I will sing a song
Of wily Priest and grievous wrong
He wrought, on Baresarks grim and strong,

Renowned in fight and foray.

Hall and Leikner they by name,
As Hakon's hirdsmen gat them fame

For deeds of might, yet nathless came
To death, at hand of Snorri.

Asdisa, child of Slaying Styr,

Brave Snorri loved, but also were

Those Baresark brothers suing her,

And thus is told the story ;

How all aflame to win the maid

This hero was, yet sore afraid

When Baresarks were abroad, 'tis said
;

Such niddering was Snorri.

This counsel gave the cunning fox

To Styr, that through hard lava rocks

A path must hew those two War-hawks,
Ere one might claim the quarry.
' And when has sped their labour great,'

Said he,
'

upon my counsel wait
;

For them meantime I'll weave fit fate
'

:

Thus guilefully spake Snorri.
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When finished was that lava path,
From Snorri, Styr this counsel hath :

'

Prepare these wights a scalding bath

To wash away the scoriae.'

Without was spread a greasy hide,

Hall burst the door but slipping died
;

In vain for pity Leikner cried,

Well boiled was he by Snorri."

Scarcely had he finished, when one Weatherlid, a skald,

who had stood by the door listening scornfully, thrust in

his head exclaiming in a startled voice :

"
here comes

running from the Hill of Laws a giant of a man, who bears

an axe upon his shoulder, and looks exceeding grim."
"
That may be Snorri's game cock, Slaying Styr," said

Thorkel uneasily ;

"
but look forth again, Weatherlid, and

tell me, does he wear a hooded cloak, and is he high nosed,

earth red of countenance, and bald in front, and has he

any following ?
"

Again the skald looked out, then announced :

"
he is

all that you say, and now I see that six tread hard upon
his heels. Of these each is bigger than the other, all

save the last, and he is of middling height, somewhat

slender, straight faced, yellow of hair and light of beard."
"
By Odin's Eye," said Thorkel, leaping to his feet,

"
that will be Snorri himself, and does he bear a weapon ?

"

"
Aye," answered Weatherlid,

"
a goodly one truly,

short and sharp, and well sheathed, too."
" How know you that ?

"
asked Thorkel.

"
Easily enough, it is that wondrous keen one you told

us of a while ago, which he bears behind his teeth."
" Wait a bit, skald," roared Thorkel, reaching for a

etool to fling at him.
"
That gift you can keep," said Weatherlid, and he
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retreated promptly, jeering as he went :

"
ever do dogs

bark loudest in their own kennels, yet here in his booth,

methinks, I have got the better of that vile rhymster,
Thorkel Hak."

"
Ha," said Thorkel,

" we might have known, 'twas but

a trick of that scurvy skald's, who is doubtless jealous of

my singing. As for Slaying Styr, he dares not to show

as much as the tip of that great nose of his nigh to the

booths of the men of Lightwater. I will now go on to

tell you of Snorri's guileful dealings with Arnkel, and with

Biorn the Champion of the Broadwickers."
"
Rather," put in Kalf Asgeirson,

"
would we hear

something of the deeds of Thorkel Hak the Viking in lands

over sea."
"
Many a tale have I to tell of what befell me in my

farings abroad. Hast heard of my struggle with a great

fire-drake in Adalsyssla?"
A chorus of assent not unmingled with laughter greeted

Thorkel's words, for most there had heard the tale full

often.
"
Well then," he went on,

" some I venture have not

heard how I wrestled with an outlaw once in Courland,

and slew him, too, as Snorri did those baresarks, without

a weapon in my hand.
"
Skorageir he was named, a baresark, too, and hated

robber, the strongest of all men. It was from him I won
this short sword I have by my side.

"
Most of you will remember how with Saurkvir the

Churl I sailed a-viking to the Baltic two summers back,

and there off Osel fell in with Biorn Ironskull and his

doughty men, and had with them the hardest battle.

After that we fared south to Courland, and running short

of food went far up into the land to hunt. It came about
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one day that we tarried for our mid-day meal by the edge
of a dense thicket, and it was my turn to fetch water.

On I went with the pails into the heart of the forest, and

at length came upon a little dried-up gill. I followed

it some way, and saw that a clearing was beyond, and there

in the midst lay a still pool of shining water.
" A stately pine tree stood by the margin, and beneath

its branches was a tall black bearded man, who held in

his hand a fishing line.

" '

Well, friend/ I cried,
' how goes the sport ?

'

" He shook his head most dolefully.
' But one bite

have I had.'
" ' From what ?

'

asked I.

" ' A great bull trout/ said he.
" ' How know you that ?

'

said I.

"
By way of answer he pulled on the line, and hove up

a sheep's head on a monstrous hook.
'

See there/ said

he,
'

the trout hath bitten off an ear.'
' ' A pike more like/ said I.

" '

Nay, nay. A trout for sure/ said he.
" '

By Odin's Eye, you lie, fellow/ I swore.
' No trout,

however big, could swallow such a mouthful.'
'

Ho, ho/ he laughed.
'

So you doubt my word ?

Then you shall have proof.' He scanned the water

eagerly.
'

There/ he cried at last, pointing,
'

there is the

eye of him, shining like a shield boss.'
" ' Where ?

'

said I.

" '

There/ said he,
'

beneath the bank.'
" '

I see a fool above it/ I retorted.
" '

Yet trout there is/ insisted he, and gripped me by
the arm.

'

See/ he continued, motioning with his foot,
'

here

are two notches cut upon this root, which I have set to
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mark his lair. Come, lay your eye to this, and look through

that, so shall you sight the monster's head just yonder.'
"

I made as though to stoop, yet watched him warily ;

then underneath my arm, I saw his hand steal towards

a sword hidden beneath his cloak. And just in time I

leaped and caught him in a hand grip like Beowulf's own.

We struggled long, and never was I so fully tried before or

since, for his baresark fit came on, and I swear to you he

had the strength of ten. Yet I bested him at last, but

broke a goodly tooth in doing it, and what is left to tell

had best be told in rhyme." Then Thorkel sang :

" Hear how I felled the fierce

Baresark by Baltic,

Whose wiles the unwary
Wayfarers beguiled.

No stripling men deem me,
Yet dour was the death-fight,

Ere with life blood red reeking,

Rolled grim Skorageir.

No war-blade I wore then,

Nor weapon I wielded,

No shaft on shield quivered

Quern-biter to win
;

But wolf-like I fastened

White teeth in his weazand,
Then Fenrir's fangs bloody
With mine might compare."

"
So died that baresark, who thought to trick and rob

me of the gold I wore, but he got a bite that day he had

little reckoned on, and that was his bane. After that I

bore him to the pool and hove him in, there to gorge his

own pike, and here is his sword for you to see."

As Thorkel concluded the tale he drew it from the
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scabbard and it passed from hand to hand. Kalf eyed the

weapon doubtfully and said : "I judge this sword too

short for such a man as you to wield."
"
Full long enough for me," replied Thorkel,

"
and I

need but stand the closer to my foemen. Such weapons
had those great lords the Romans, who beat down all

folk under them in their day."
All marvelled at the keenness of its edge and the wavering

blueness of the metal, and when it came again to Thorkel,

he leaned his weight upon the hilt, till the blade was

bent as a bow.
"
See," he said,

"
this Courland sword

has been wrought with seething spells, and ever springs

back straight as before."

Word was now brought to the booth that a certain

famous suit was on foot at the Quarter-court, and that

Snorri the Lawman of Helgafell would set it forth. At

this news many got up and went out, eager to miss nothing
of what might befall. Now it was that Kiartan saw a

chance to speak with Thorkel, and stepping forward with

Kalf and Bolli broached the business on which they
had come.

Thorkel made room for them beside him, for Kalf was

an old friend, and Olaf Peacock he had met betimes.
"

I will fare abroad this year," said Kiartan,
"
as did

Olaf my father, and Egil my grandsire, to win wealth as

they did if it be my luck. A ship and good lading are

ready, and but one man is lacking to make our company
complete."

" And who may that be ?
"

asked Thorkel, his eyes

twinkling, for well he knew they had come after him.
" We would have with us a certain famous champion

named Thorkel Thorgeirson, whom some call Hak. He

may name what terms he will, and you best know his
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mind in this matter. What say you, Thorkel, does aught
bind you here in Iceland ?

"

Thorkel smiled at Kiartan's eager face, and glanced

approvingly at his stalwart figure.
"
Just such a one was

I," said he,
" when I fared on my first voyage, and thought

I had never seen such drop handed rogues, as those who

put our lading on board, though they worked with might
and main

;
so impatient was I to be away. But tell me

do you fare as vikings or as traders ?
"

"
Something of both," put in Kalf.

" To Norway v/e will

go as traders, but when our lading is disposed of, we may
take service with King Olaf Tryggveson, or go a-viking

up the Baltic, as you did with Saurkvir."
"
In better company I trust," growled Thorkel.

"
Saurkvir I grant you was a very handy fellow with his

sword, and none could hurl a spear so far and true
;
but

when it came to sharing plunder he was handier still, and

proved greedy as any skart. But to come again to what

we talked of, I will be right glad to fare away with you,
since indeed I am too long ashore already. The old man,

my father, is fully bent upon a match for me with Ingun,

daughter of Helgebiorn the Lean, of Eyjafirth, and that I

will not abide, for she is fat as he is lean, and a dame of

two score years at least. Yesterday as we rode hither

from the games at Meyar-skarth, she would have me race

with her across the plain, and soon had left me far behind,

for, nothing loth, I reined in and let her go, following

leisurely to camp. As I rode down by Axewater, of a

sudden my horse swerved and almost threw me, and I

noticed something of a serpent shape coiling between his

prancing feet. I picked it up on my spear point, and

found it was a bunch of reddish horse hair, about two

ells in length and finely plaited ;
and which amongst you
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here can say what its use may be ?
" With that he

threw the coil upon the board, and all crowded round to

see.

Just then Thorgeir the Speaker, and Nial of Bergthors-

knoll entered the booth together, and room was made for

them upon the dais.
"
Here," said Thorkel knowingly,

" we have the two wisest heads in Iceland, come just in

time to help us in the reading of the riddle
;
but first I

will call upon Kalf Asgeirson to guess."

Kalf feigned to look at it most doubtfully.
"

It might
be a whip for hounds," he said at last.

"
See there is

where the handle was laced in."
"
Well whipped, too, would that hound have been,"

said Thorkel
;

"
but you are wrong, next Kiartan I will

ask."
" A leash it must be, then," ventured Kiartan,

"
but

such as would hold Dog Gorm himself."
"
Wrong also, now what says Bolli ?

"

" A tether for an ox," he answered promptly, though
well he knew otherwise.

" Not so," said Thorkel,
"
and now Ulf Frizzlebeard

must guess." A sturdy sunburnt seaman stepped forward,

and stared at it a while, then answered : "I have seen

such things in England when on my viking cruises, and

there they are used for snaring foxes."
" That shot came nearest to the mark of all," said

Thorkel, laughing,
"
but the fox that this was meant to

snare has got away, and will be warier hereafter
;

but

now we come where great wisdom may be looked for, and

what has Nial of Bergthorsknoll to say of this ?
"

Nial took the coil and turned it over in his hand

curiously, then pondered deeply, stroking his beardless

chin the while, At last he threw it down, and laughed
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out heartily, exclaiming,
"

llttie wit is needed to see

that with this horse hair some old carline has bedecked

herself, and sorely must she feel its loss."

Thorkel turned in triumph to his father, Thorgeir.
" The riddle has been read at last, and pay good heed to

what I say : never will I wed with one who needs must
wear a chestnut filly's tail to hide the baldness of her

hind head. See, I have proof of this, for here is the comb
with which Ingun had bound it on. Now I will betake

myself away from such women and their wiles, and with

Olaf Peacock's sons will hie me back to Baltic's shores,

where I have won such fame."

The days of that Althing wore quickly away, and suits

were few. Kiartan and Bolli spent most time at the

games at Meyar-skarth, and in every contest of strength
and agility excelled all others. Most praise had Kiartan

for his swimming, for in this exercise so swift was he that

none could come near him.

As for Gudruna, her name was on the lips of every man,
and for stateliness and grace, and splendour of attire

none might compare with her. Ever about her father's

booth the suitors thronged, but to all she answered no,

while to her youthful lover her soft bright eyes gave promise
of all tenderness.



Chapter III

How Some Kissed and Parted

SHORT month after this journey to

the Althing, Kalf had all ready for

their voyage ;
the Swan had been

taken from her shed and launched on

Borgarfirth, and most of the lading was

on board.

Now he thought it high time to

ride north to Herdarholt, and have

speech with Olaf Peacock, concerning the merchandise he

was preparing to send abroad as Kiartan's portion of the

venture.

This consisted mainly of skins of the blue and grey

fox, and seals also, which had been dressed and stored

by, awaiting some chance of foreign dealing such as now
offered. Thorgerda, the careful housewife, besides, had

clothing in plenty ready for the foster-brothers, and much
salmon from the Lax River had been smoked and packed.
She was glad to see Kalf come riding to the door, and

hastened with Olaf to welcome him, and showed him how
the packs and panniers were being put together, to go with

a train of horses down to Borg.
" And where, then, is Kiartan," asked Kalf,

"
that he

leaves his father to mind this work ?
"

"
I am an old viking," said Olaf,

"
and glad to be about

it. I cannot but remember now, the stir there was when

Melkorka, my mother, and her good man made me ready

34
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for my voyage to Norway and to Ireland, when first I

went forth and found my royal kin. Hoskuld, my father,

favoured not my going, yet all turned out well
; but you

know the story of that adventure, and I must not be

babbling, yet the starting forth of a man's son recalls

memories of his own youth. I am thankful and proud
that my Kiartan goes away better equipped than did I."

" We must not boast," put in Thorgerda,
"
but he is

praised by all for his beauty and strength and courage.

There is no knowing what greatness he may attain to, or

what fortune in marriage, and I speak of this to you,

Kalf, because you are my son's friend, and have been

before this to the great world, and know the ways of men
and women."

Kalf assured them that he would give Kiartan good

counsel, yet he could not but see that this proud mother

was hinting to him that she wished her son to look for

some higher bride than his sister, the fair and gentle

Refna.
"
In Ireland," said Olaf,

"
I might have had a great

king's daughter and yet and yet," here his eyes regarded
his wife lovingly,

"
there was not a woman in any Irish

court, nor yet in Norway, as worthy of my love as Thor-

gerda, daughter of Egil the warrior skald. All the same

I will be glad enough if Kiartan has the luck to plight his

troth to some beautiful princess over the sea."
" But what of Kiartan ?

"
asked Kalf when they came

together into the hall and sat down at the meal fire, which

thralls were piling high.
" When I saw him not without

I took him to be within."

Olaf's brow darkened somewhat anxiously.
" He took

horse early this morning, and rode across the hills to

Saelingsdale."
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"
I like not that," said Thorgerda and heavily she sighed.

"
Oswif is our friend and neighbour, and his daughter,

Gudnma, is among the fairest in all Iceland and well

dowered moreover," said Olaf
;

"
but my uncle Hrut

murmurs and says she is just such another as Halgerda
who brought brave Gunnar of Lithend and many another

to doom."
"
Fair is the maid but many will smart for it," put in

Thorgerda sharply.
"

I am right glad that Kiartan will

sail with you so soon, for there be greater dangers than are

met at sea. As the law stands he cannot be plighted

without his father's consent, except he wins such fortune

in foreign parts, that he can afford to live outside Iceland's

law. Friendship for Oswif must not soften your heart,

husband, to that red-haired jade. She has had two

husbands already and brought them little luck."

So they sat and talked and never knew of the web that

fate was weaving, and how a woman's wiles had entangled
the son of their pride and love.

Up in a dell of Saelingsdale, where water flowed warm
and flowers bloomed fair, Gudruna sat with Kiartan, and

she had so beguiled him, that he kissed her and kissed

again.

So sweet was his kiss to her that she looked on him with

longing eyes and entreated him thus :

"
why must this

be our leave taking ? Bring me with you over the sea to

Norway or the Orkney Isles there we can live happily

wedded, whether your father, proud Olaf, wishes it or no."

Kiartan looked upon her with astonished eyes, as he

gently released himself from her clinging arms.
" Too

well has my father loved and trusted and enriched me.

To wed against his will would bring about my outlawry,
and with greater shame than if I had slain many men."
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" And would you care so much, then, if you were never

to see again the cold white hills of Iceland ? I would be

by your side, with wealth enough to give us high place

among well-born folk."
"
Gudruna," said Kiartan very firmly,

"
this is the

great day of my life, when I go forth to prove my courage
and my worth and win a name that may live upon the

lips of men. If as first step I betray my father's trust,

what will be thought of me ? No skald then would utter

my name in song, or if so only to mock me, as one that

cunningly stole away with the wealth and gear that

Olaf gave, yet never asked his blessing for my bridal."

Gudruna leaped up white with anger, her eyes glittered.
" What talk is this ? Am I, Oswifs daughter, one for

Olaf the bondswoman's son to scorn. You talk as if I

was a bondswoman myself forsooth, or one that would

disgrace your very lordly house, young peacock-prince.

The greatest men in Iceland have wooed me. There is

another, another who would die for me yet you to whom
I foolishly avowed my love before you asked it you dare

speak to me in this wise."

She burst forth into wild tears, and made as if she

would have fled from him, but quickly he followed and

caught her hand, pleading with her to listen to reason.
" You know well the law, Gudruna, that without the

consent of my kindred I cannot in honour woo you. If I

fare abroad, it is that I may win wealth to come again
and seek a bride, and who else should that be, but the

loveliest woman in all Iceland, if she will deign to await

my return."

She was somewhat appeased by this praise of her beauty,

yet knit her brows.
" How long then do you expect me

to wait till you come back to claim my hand in marriage ?
"
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"
In three years I will sail homeward without fail, if the

Valkyrs do not choose me in the meantime."
"
Three years." Gudruna blazed with indignant wrath.

In that same space of time she had already been wife to

two husbands, was she likely to wait so long in widow-

hood for a third ?

"
I would have you remember, Kiartan," she said proudly,

"
that no woman in this country is more beset with lovers

than am I, and how can you ask me to say
'

no
'

to the

best-born men of the land, when as like as not you will

be consoling yourself among the fair maids of Norway.
You ask too much of me and I will not be bound." After

that she sat very still and listened but coldly to all his

pleading, as he vowed that he would yet make her the

foremost lady in the land, and build a more spacious hall

than Herdarholt for her to dwell in. Her red lips curved

in scorn as she spurned his promises.
"
Nay," she re-

torted,
"
you speak now of what may never come to pass.

You are eager for fame, reckless as were all your kin,

you will be foremost in every fight, thinking more of

glory than of me, and should my beauty fade away waiting

for one who never may return, it might then be too late

to win another man's love."
"

If another's love you desire, Gudruna, I have nothing
more to ask of you." He rose and stood before her gazing

moodily, with mingled admiration and contempt upon
the fair face that had so bewitched him. Blue as the

heavens at midnight were her wondrous eyes, with a light

in their depths as of the stars. White as the drift of

blossoms on the mead, her brow gleamed forth beneath

her shadowing hair. Hers was that baleful gift of such

beauty as can lure men to forget all honour and even forego

life itself.
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In Kiartan's mind as he gazed, smouldered the memory
of how she had hinted that there was one willing to die

for her sake, and stung with jealous pain he wondered

much who this might be.
" Some other waits to claim her hand," he thought,

" and it does not become me, to abase myself by further

suing." He turned from her then and gazed along the

vale.
" The evening shadows lengthen," he said,

" and

it is full time for us to part
"

;
then he turned to go, and

strode from her a pace or two. Impetuously she rose and

reached out her white arms to him. Her eyes were

dimmed with sudden tears, and her voice thrilled with

unwonted tenderness as she cried :

"
not thus in anger

does it become us to part, for who knows if ever we may
meet again."

He turned clasping her in his strong arms their lips

met in a parting kiss.
"
Farewell, then, Gudruna," he

said,
"
though now we part for long years, yet something

warns me, that the Dread Weavers have interwoven my
fate with thine." After that he went upon his homeward

way.
As Gudruna paced up the hill deep in thought, she was

suddenly aware of a horse and rider coming swiftly towards

her. This was Bolli, who had waited and watched by the

homestead, after bidding farewell to Oswif and his sons,

tormented all the time by the thoughts of the tender

meeting between Gudruna and Kiartan, for well he knew
of it.

Now he had seen from afar, how his foster-brother rode

away, and was hastening on to overtake him
;
but when

he saw that white robed, graceful figure, coming with

stately step across the mead, his heart beat fast, and his

sun-burned cheek flushed to a warmer hue, for now his
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chance had come, for a last word with her, whom in secret

he loved so ardently.

Dismounting, he strode to her side, and then it was

he saw that her eyes were heavy with weeping.
"
Now,

methinks they are troth plighted and she weeps at his

going ;
alas my love must be henceforth a hidden and a

hopeless pain." So he pondered, as he stood with troubled

gaze fixed upon her, striving to master the emotion that

stirred within him, and recalling the solemn pledge that

bound him never to be rival to his foster-brother. All

his courage was summoned now to utter coldly some formal

words of greeting ;
but Gudruna as she listened with

downcast eyes, was swift to pierce through the mask of

his assumed indifference, as he spoke of the coming voyage,
and how he would not see kindred or friends for many a

long year.
"
Ah," she mused,

"
though he goes far from me he

shall not if I can help it, go heart free
"

;
then with subtle

art she laid the spell of her beauty upon him. Now the

softly shaded eyelids were raised, and she regarded him

steadfastly with a look at once wistful and alluring.
"
Belli," she murmured, and her voice was tender and

troubled, as if his going was overmuch for her to bear,
"

will you, too, forget me, when far away among the

proud dames of Norway's court ?
"

"
Forget you never." As he answered, his inmost

soul was thrilled to think that she grieved thus at his

going.
"
Of thee and thee only will I think, Gudruna,

however far I fare
;
but what can that avail for thee or

me. Kiartan, my foster-brother, has wooed thee as I

know, and honour and our bond forbid that I should think

too dearly of thee."
" And so," she said sighing petulantly,

"
because of that ancient law of fosterage would you wish
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to forget me ? How fortunate is Kiartan to have so

devoted a brother
;

and how unhappy I who must be

banished even from your memory ;
but viking-like no

doubt you care little for what any woman thinks of you,

even when she is foolish enough to think too fondly."

All the strength of his manliness was needed now to

restrain the impulse which prompted him to clasp her to

his breast and avow his unchanging love.
"
Kiartan has

plighted troth with you," he said in a strange harsh voice.
" He has no secrets from me, and this morning as I rode

hither with him, he confided to me his hopes."
"
His hopes, forsooth !

"
Scornfully the words rang

from Gudruna's lips.
"
So he would cage the bird, then,

ere ever he caught it ! He made too sure of me, and from

you, Bolli, I will not hide what has befallen. I am a

woman who has many wooers, as mayhap you know, and

yet and yet, Kiartan counted on this, that for three long

years I would sit here in my father's house betrothed to

him, a captive in this icy realm, while in fair lands over

sea, he goes to lord it among kings and earls and high-

born ladies. He asked too much, and I disdained his

offer." She ceased breathless, and tears of indignation

started to her eyes ;
this was more than Bolli could endure.

Impetuously he seized her hands, and drew her to his

arms.
"
Gudruna," he exclaimed joyfully,

"
since no

vow binds you twain, now I am free to say that here stands

one who would dare all things for your sake lay all his

worldly wealth at your feet but alas I speak too late.

I am pledged to depart for Norway to-morrow, and nought
now can hinder this

;
when Kiartan could not bind you

with a vow, I dare not claim as much."
"
True, Bolli," said Gudruna, and now her two white

hands were laid confidingly upon his shoulders, while the
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glorious eyes were raised again to his
;

"
true you cannot

bind me with any vow, but this I promise ;
show yourself

as good a man as Kiartan, win wealth and fame, and when

you come again perchance you and not he will be winner

of what you most desire." Triumphantly she regarded

him, her wounded pride assuaged by the sight of a lover

whom she held in a surer subjection than Kiartan. His

passionate looks and words told her as much, and she

gloried in the conquest.
"

It grows late," she said and sighed.
" We part thus, then ?

"
said Bolli moodily.

"
Nay, not thus," she answered,

"
that were indeed too

cold a parting."

Two white arms encircled his neck, her lips were raised

to his.
"
There, Bolli," she exclaimed,

"
this kiss in re-

membrance of Gudruna, Oswif's daughter, and see to it

that when you come to Norway, you do not forget."

Quickly she disengaged herself and sped swiftly up the

hill, then turning stood a while to watch him as he rode

away. She laughed softly to herself, exulting.
" Not yet

has my beauty lost its power, when in one day choice was

for me of two such men as these foster-brothers of Herdar-

holt, and if Kiartan prove false or come to me no more,

there may yet be room in my heart for Bolli."

Bolli rode so fleetly that ere long he drew rein by Kiartan's

side. After that they journeyed on together, but there

were few words between them.

When they came into the hall at Herdarholt, they were

right glad to find how Kalf Asgeirson sat there speaking
with Olaf and Thorgerda of his preparations for the

voyage.
" We have," he said,

"
in the Swan a well-found ship,

with space for fifteen oars a side. Swift is she as a long-
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ship, and in the fore-part is ample room for thirty men if

need be. Then there is the after-room, where we will

store the more costly part of the merchandise and our

weapons. We have also a spare sail in case of need, and

proper anchors and mooring ropes, the rigging is new, and

the ship has been freshly painted and caulked."

Kalf talked on, and the younger sons of the household

crowded round to listen, gazing at his sun-burned, brown-

bearded face with keen interest, and longing for the time

when they would be old enough to sail with him.

Thus did the night go by till late, with talk of the old

days, plans for what was to come, trouble and reckoning
as to food and clothes on the women's part, and some

tears in tender eyes.

After brief sleep they rose early and made ready to ride

south. The parting was hardest for those left behind, for

the voyagers had hope and daring in their hearts, and were

eager to see a wider world than the icy island. At the

end Thorgerda dried her tears and gave them good cheer.

Olaf advised them to be courteous and civil to all, and

wary of the ale cup, and to avoid entering needlessly into

quarrels ;
then out spoke Hrut, once the most famed of

champions, who stood by now, gaunt with age and white

bearded.
"
Nay, Kiartan has little need to shrink from

facing any foeman, for he is tall and strong as was I, or

even Egil when in his prime, and he bears a good weapon
there, in Nadr the Viper sword, which his grandsire wielded

at Brunanburg ;
moreover I have taught him a trick or

two of swordmanship which will stand him in good
stead."

Thurid, Olaf's daughter, then brought forth a gift she

had for Bolli.
"
Here, brother," she said,

"
since Kiartan

goes so well armed, no less a weapon shall be yours. Here
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is one which has given the death kiss to many a man.

The Duerger forged it in the mountains of Vermaland,
and some will deem I have hidden it away too long from

the light of day. Footbiter it is named, and yours it is

henceforth."

Bolli's eyes sparkled as he thanked her for the gift,

for no better sword had ever come into Iceland, than this

which Thurid's first husband, Geirmund, had owned ; by
stealth she had won it from him when in wrath and bitter-

ness they parted. Of walrus tooth was the hilt, the blade

two edged, broad, keen and long, and as Bolli drew it from

the sheath, unrusted after all the years it had lain away,
its name showed clearly engraven in ancient runes along

the gleaming metal.
"
Ah, foster-brother," said Kiartan,

"
there you have a

wound-wand that many have coveted in vain, nor would

Thurid part with it to me, though at times I pleaded hard

enough ;
for my mother there would have it that I would

have little luck thereby."
"
True," broke in Thorgerda gloomily,

"
but now Thurid

has set my counsel at nought, for if I had had my way
Footbiter would have bided in the chest."

Bidding all farewell with no more delay, they mounted

their horses and rode off down the Dale, never turning

once to look behind : this would have been deemed an

omen of little good.

It was a long day's ride to Borgarfirth, and their last

night ashore was spent in Thorstein Egilson's house, where

his wife, the kindly Jorfrida, rejoiced and wept over them

by turns, and fair Helga with her sisters served them at

evening meal.

Early dawn found them on the cold sea shore, and many
crowding round to see them depart. Thorkel Hak was



there already and hailed them heartily.
"
Well, my brisk

young vikings, you are early at the beach, and here is

our ship all boun and ready for you. A close haul it will

be as far as Westman Isles, but here we have a sea-horse

that will bite the wind well as any. Ha ! some of you
look glum. No need for that

;
we go to cut broad

thongs from other men's hides, so haste aboard, my
merry lads, then up sail and away."

Kiartan tarried last of all, to bid farewell to Kalf

Asgeirson's kin, amongst whom was Refna, his young
unwedded sister, gentle and winsome and fair as a lily,

with long blond hair flowing down beneath her girdle.

Ever she strove to smile, but her heart was heavy,
for in secret she loved Kiartan, and grieved much at his

going. As he approached, and saw her wistful looks he

spoke consolingly :

"
why these downcast looks, Refna ?

Kalf has been on many a faring and why should you fear

for him ?
"

A blush mantled her cheek as timidly she answered :

"
yet I cannot but be sad, to think that some sail forth

now who never may return
"

;
then two blue eyes brimming

with unshed tears were raised to his, while her hands

plucked at her kirtle.

Now Kiartan and Refna had been as brother and sister,

and as he said,
"
farewell," he stooped and kissed her

brow.

A rousing shout from the Swan warned him to delay no

longer. Quickly he gained the ship.
"
Farewell, Refna !

farewell all !

"

The words came to her across the waters of the firth.

Afterwards it came about that Refna thought often of

that kiss.

It was not so with Kiartan.



Chapter IV

They Take a Scat-Gatherer

OON the Swan had left Borgarfirth

behind, and bore out upon the waters

of the noble Faxafirth, widest of Ice-

land's bays.

To the north rose the huge volcanic

cone of Snaefell, glittering. white in the

morning sun, whilst astern of them in

majestic array, numerous other peaks

glowed softly in wondrous tints of purple, white and blue.

Away south, projecting far into the sea, was Reykianess,
the

"
Smoking Promontory," where the fires of the under-

world smoulder incessantly, and the earth is hot and

treacherous underfoot. Once past the Westman Isles,

the features of the landscape changed, and eastward as

far as eye could see, rolled in sweeping undulations, a fair

alluvial plain. Here Markfleet hastens seaward by its

many mouths, beneath the spurs of Eyjafell, with the

triple peaks of famous Three-corner in the background,
and in the distance Hekla's hooded dome.

Upon a whale-backed hillock by the river mouth, stood

Bergthorsknoll, the abode of Nial, and further up along
that selfsame stream was Lithend, Gunnar's home, where

but a few years previously he had come so foully to his

end.

As they sailed along by that southern coast, so famed in

46
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song and story, their talk was all of Nial's wisdom, Skarp-
hedin's grimness, and Gunnar's worth and mighty deeds,

and Kiartan glowed with pride to hear such praises of

one who had been his boyhood's hero, and whom he had

often greeted as a guest beneath his father's roof.

Late next evening Ingolf's Head and Orefa Jokul were

but a blue dimness on the distant skyline, and soon these

sank from view. They had looked their last on Iceland

for many a long day.

Some days after, they sighted the mountainous summits

of the Faroes, those storm-vexed islands, where seldom

the winds have rest from their raging. Soon the Swan

glided in under Osteroe and Stromoe, and Kalf steered for

the
"
Gate," as it is still named, a narrow channel between

these islands, and lowering sail they rowed on through it,

flanked on either hand by stupendous precipices of blue

basalt, rising sheer from the sea, as though cleft asunder

by some giant hand.
"
In Osteroe, yonder dwells a man to be dreaded," said

Kalf,
"
one Trond of Gate by name, and with him Thorlak,

his brother. The worst of men to deal with are these

twain, and such cunning have they, that none can cope
with them. In Suderoe we will meet with trustier friends

in Thorolf and his kin."

They quickly left Thorshaven and the Gate behind,

sailing on by the little Isle of Naalsoe, with its wondrous
"
needle eye," through which the sea boils incessantly.

There of old dwelt the Picts and Culdees, ere the coming of

Grim Kimban and his fierce Norse crew. Out across the

Sound they bore towards Sandoe, with fair tide following,

and now Store Dimon lifted its massy dome, white with

roosting sea-birds, above the darksome waters. There at

this time dwelt Sigmund Brestirson, most famed of all the
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Faroe champions, and not far off was Skua of the seal

caves, where his burial place is still pointed out.

As they rounded the southerly end of Dimon, they

caught sight of a man standing upon a rock in perilous

plight, who shouted to them to take him off.

" That will not be easy," said Kalf,
"
so heavy is the

swell, and he must swim for it."

They rowed in as near as could be, and Thorkel shouted

to the man to leap. Without hesitation in he plunged,
and swimming out was soon hauled on board.

"
Gneisti, my good friend Thorolf's thrall !

"
said Kalf

in wonder
"
but how came you perched there like a

scart ?
"

" Blame those thieving Scat-takers for that," replied

the fellow in a strangled voice,
"
and sorely have they

mishandled me. See," and he opened wide his mouth,

displaying for their inspection a pair of lacerated jaws.
"
Scarce a tooth have the villains left me, and porridge

must I eat for the rest of my days."
And thus he told his tale :

" To Suderoe there came three

days ago, one Oddur a scat-gatherer, King Olaf Tryg-

gveson's man, and with him Biorn Ironskull, his underling,

both the greatest wretches. Biorn it was who pulled out

my teeth with the gripping tongs
"

;
and he groaned at

the recollection.
"
That Biorn I know of old," put in Thorkel,

"
but how

came he to meddle with your teeth ?
"

"That is soon told," went on the thrall,
"
Thorolf

refused to pay them scat, so they went seeking for his

hidden wealth, but nothing did they find
; then they

caught hold of me, and bade me lead them to its hiding

place. I lied like any huckster, but they were not to be

deceived, so they spread-eagled me.
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" '

Cut out his tongue/ said Biorn.
' Not so/ said

crafty Oddur,
'

that would not help us. Best pull out his

teeth, for the fellow looks like a hearty eater, and that

will be the worst of punishments/ With that Biorn took

the gripping tongs, and no gentle hand was his, as these

torn gums bear witness.
" Not a word could they wring from my messmate,

Thorgils the Strider, and it fared even worse with him,

for when Oddur heard his to-name, he laughed and said,
'

soon shall we learn if you deserve it/ Quickly a|double
rank of men was drawn up, and Thorgils was

biddenjjjto

run between them at his swiftest. Off he went, but blows

fell on him from every quarter. Belts, thongs of hide,

and knives were used upon him, and when he would have

fallen he was prodded onward. After that they had a

fox-hunt as they called it, and Thorgils was the fox ; but

how he fared in that hunt I could not see, though his

cries could be heard afar."
" But what of Thorolf, your master ?

"
enquired Kalf

anxiously.
" He was held in ward, when I got away, and doubt-

less it will go ill with him."

And so they got his story, bit by bit. Oddur had come
from Norway with one long-ship and some fifty of a crew,

claiming scat for King Olaf
;

and finding that most of

the men were absent at the whale fishing had worked his

will in Suderoe, burning and pillaging the farmsteads,

and torturing those whom they suspected of having hidden

wealth.
"
Yet I managed to escape," he continued,

" and in

that I was lucky, for it was in Oddur's mind to have a

blood-eagle cut upon my back next morning. That night
it rained, and so softened the soil, that I worked loose the
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stakes they had tied me to, and got away in a currach

which lay upon the beach. I hoped to gain Dimon, and

light a beacon on the cliff top to summon aid from the

other isles, but my currach was dashed on a rock and

ripped asunder, and with much ado I reached the ledge

whereon you found me. Had black-browed Trond known
of our plight, he would have come as fast as sail and oars

could bear him, and dealt with those Norse pirates, as he

did with others who came on the same errand, and never

returned to Norway's shore again : so bitter is Trond

against all this viper breed. Faroes paid no scat to the

great Earl Hakon, and with Olaf Tryggveson as lord it

will be the same or my guess is out."
" What of Sigmund Brestirson ?

"
said Kalf.

" Too far from Faroe is he now," replied the thrall,
"
and some say he has become the King's man, but Trond

is made of sterner stuff, and Tryggve's son will not ride

rough shod over him."
"
Well, comrades," said Kalf,

"
you have heard the

story, and I have this to tell of Thorolf, that he has always

proved a staunch friend to Iceland shipmen. Often has

he guested me, when storm stayed in these isles, and now -

that he has come into a strait, I for one will not desert

him. What say ye ?
"

" We will waste no words in arguing that," said Thorkel,
"
and stand by him we will

"
;
and to this both Kiartan

and Bolli agreed, then they took counsel what to do.
"

I have a plan in mind, masters," put in Gneisti,
" and

best had you be guided by me. Know that in Thorolf's

hall, there is at one side close to the dais, a shrine let into

the thickness of the wall
;

here upon an altar stands

Thor's image, and before it the ring on which oaths are

sworn. A sliding panel is there, through which we are
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wont to put the offerings, but the entrance to that shrine

is from without, and well hidden by a slab of stone. There

I will lie concealed, and listen to what goes on, but do you
climb to the loft overhead, and when all are well drunken,

I will give the word, then drop down by the trap door to

the hall below, and slay every mother's son. One boon

I crave, that if Biorn falls into your hands alive, you grant

me leave to use the gripping tongs on his teeth as he did

on mine."
"

If I have aught to say, you shall do this piece of

work," said Thorkel laughing,
"
but tell us now, what

kind of man may Oddur be, and is he much to be

dreaded ?
"

" Not he," replied Gneisti scornfully.
" A fat, foul-

tongued, bald-headed rogue, scant of beard, with goggle

eyen, and a mouth as full of lies as a juniper bush is of

prickles. Boastful is he over his ale, and he can so twist

a word, it would seem to have a dozen meanings."
Under the cliffs of Dimon the Swan lay well concealed

till towards evening, then, in the gathering dusk, they
bore up the Sound towards Whale Bay.

All along the western side of Suderoe, towering precipices

rise from the sea, whose serrated edges as seen against
the sky, have been aptly named "

Troll-wives' Fingers."
The island shelves rapidly to the eastern seaboard, and

on this side are numerous bays and inlets. Here in a

sheltered valley facing the sea, stood the fair abode of

Thorolf.

It was a long, low building, with walls hugely thick, of

the blue volcanic stone, pierced at intervals with narrow

openings for light and air. The roof was of wood, coated

with pitch, and overlaid with grass-grown pones of turf,

as is customary in Faroes to this day. A tinkling stream
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flowed down the valley, leaping in a cascade of foam from

the rocky heights, while in the background, heathy slopes

rose in terraces to the crests above.

Now it was night and within the hall was a scene of

revelry. The evening meal was over, and the long benches

had been drawn close to the fires, which smouldered along
the earthern floor.

Full two score Norsemen sat there making merry. In

the high-seat on the dais, Oddur, King Olaf Tryggveson's

Scat-gatherer, lorded it over all, while chief among those

on the benches was his henchman Biorn, mighty of thews

indeed, but whose stolid ox-like face betokened more of

courage than of cunning.

Thorolf, master of the house, tall in stature, soldierly

in bearing, and still young in years, sat on a settle close

to Oddur, brooding over his troubles
;
and near him were

his mother and sister, the latter a beautiful girl, blue eyed
and fair haired, towards whom Oddur's leering glances

often wandered.

Thorolf's thoughts were of the blackest, for Oddur had

given him but one choice
;

five marks of gold must he pay
for all arrears in scat, or its value in good undipped silver

coin, and if the scat was not forthcoming, Swanlauga, his

gentle young sister, would be torn from her home, and sold

as a bondswoman in Scotland's Firths
;

for there she would

fetch two hundred ounces of silver at the least. So said

Oddur gloating over her fresh young beauty, but already

he was forming other plans for her disposal.
" Too fair

a maid is this," thought he,
"
to waste upon these Scottish

boors. Sigwald of Jomsburg will gladly give a greater

price, and to him she shall go."

But fortune had a happier fate in store for fair-haired

Swanlauga. Softly as foot could fall, the party from the
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Swan, all unknown to the revellers, had reached the home

garth.
"

111 luck they earned," whispered Gneisti,
" when they

slew our watch dogs, for had these been here now, they
had given tongue."
Soon again he whispered, pointing through the gloom.

"
There you see the entrance to the loft, and the ladder

leading to it. Go as noiselessly as you can, and conceal

yourselves among the meal bags and the wool. There

await my signal, which shall be the call of the whaup,
thrice repeated ;

the rest I leave to yourselves, and now
I will betake me to the God-house."

Kiartan, Bolli, Kalf, Ulf Frizzlebeard and a dozen more

of the Swan's crew went towards the ladder, but as Thorkel

made to follow, Gneisti laid a detaining hand upon his

shoulder.
"
Stay, big man," he murmured,

"
I care not to be

alone with Thor in that dark chamber, and do you come

with me."
"
That I will," answered Thorkel,

"
for I fear not Thor,

from whom I take my name. Depend on me to stand

by you, and it will be great sport to hear their goings

on."

He followed Gneisti cautiously to the further side of

the building. Here the thrall stooped and groped about,

seeking for the stone. Presently a smothered exclamation

told him that he had found it.
"
Help me," he entreated,

"
for it is mighty."
With a heave they raised it, and Gneisti lowered himself

into a cavity beneath, then disappeared from view. Soon

his shaggy head reappeared, and he whispered,
"
come,

the way is clear."
" What Pict's burrow is this you have led me to ?

"
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grumbled Thorkel,
"
and how do you expect a man of my

bulk to enter such a rat hole ?
"

He squeezed through the opening as he spoke, but

before crawling after Gneisti, reached outwards, and using
his vast strength replaced the stone. Passing through a

short tunnel he soon felt a hand grasp his own, then the

way rose by stone steps, and shortly they were standing
on a hard and level floor, in what seemed a narrow

chamber.

A chorus of harsh voices came from somewhere beyond,

chanting a stave. It was one which Thord Kolbeinson

the Skald had made in praise of King Olaf Tryggveson,

telling how he had dealt with the Aser Gods in their

temple at Ladir, and it went thus :

"
Hail to Olaf, he the victor

Over bearded Hammer-bearer

Oku Thor, within whose temple
Bonders bowed and blood bowls brimmed :

Crashed his axe, and reeling riven,

Rolled the strong armed Jotun-smiter :

From his grasp flew mighty Mjolnir,

Where thy thunder then, oh, Thor ?

k

Spears of Surtur, red tongued, roaring,

Leaped o'er Ladir's Shrine devouring ;

Heimdall sees, and Bifrost's Watchman
Heaven wakes with Gjallarhorn.
' Down is Thor, and doomed the Aser,

Cross with Hammer, now contendeth,'

Loud he shouts,
'

assemble heroes,

Ragnarok of Gods hath come.'
"

The chorus ceased and now a babble of talk broke out,

and for a while they stood in silence listening, then their

eyes became accustomed to the gloom, and Thorkel dimly
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made out a dark shape, which he took to be the image of

the Hammer-Wielder.
From the room beyond a voice came rumbling.

"
I

would I had the fellow here who brewed this ale, that we
could pelt him as we did that long-legged thrall, whom we

chased over the cliffs. Such hog's wash I never drank

before
;

scarce may a man get drowsy on it, let alone

drunk."
"
Yet too good for such swine as these to wallow in,"

whispered Gneisti
;

"
'tis the voice of that great carle,

Biorn Ironskull, I told you of."

Then a harsh, highly-pitched voice was raised, and

reached them clearly where they crouched.
" Now Oddur

speaks," said the thrall.
"
Come, my girl," said the Scat-gatherer addressing

Swanlauga,
"
surely the lips of such a pretty bird can

utter sweet music, and we would fain have a song from

you."
"
Hear that croaking crow," muttered Thorkel,

"
soon

I hope to have the plucking of him "
;
but now Thorolf

answered for the maid.
"

Little gifted is she in the art of song, though well

skilled in playing on the harp."
Soon the thrilling tones of a harp resounded through

the hall, as the girl played a simple strain, and from the

volume of the sound, they judged her to be seated close

to the shrine.

Cautiously then Gneisti prised back the sliding panel,

and placing his mouth close to the narrow chink, spoke to

his young mistress in a low voice, telling her that help
was near. The notes of the harp continued with scarce a

break, yet a swift sidelong glance assured them that she

had heard.
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At length the music ceased, and the grating voice of

Oddur called to the player to come forward to the dais.

She rose, obedient to his bidding, but now her head was

boldly raised, and a new light of courage gleamed in her

eyes. As she passed her brother's seat, she stooped and

whispered in his ear.
"
Right well played was that strain, beauteous maid,"

said Oddur smiling broadly,
"
but your tuneful art is

wasted on these oily Faroe folk. Come closer, girl. Be
not so coy." So speaking he caught her by her long golden

hair, and drew her to him, then held a mead cup to her

lips.

A warning glance passed from sister to brother, and

Thorolf restrained his indignant rage at witnessing such

conduct
;
then cunningly he spoke.

"
Let be now, Oddur,

and let go the maid, for we will come to terms."
" Ha !

"
said Oddur,

"
say you so. Weather and men's

minds change quickly here in Faroe, and this morning

you talked all the other way. Yet good counsel never

comes too late
;

so now produce the gold five marks and

not an eyrar less."
"
Little of gold have we, Scat-taker," said Thorolf

ruefully,
"
but I will do the best I can, and what I lack

I will make up for you, in silver, or oil and eider-

down."
"
So let it be, then," was the answer,

"
and now bring

forth what gold and silver you possess, that we may weigh
it."

Thorolf smiled and shook his head.
" He who claims

the gold must fetch it for himself, and that will need some

boldness."
" What juggling is this ?

" demanded Oddur angrily.
"
Speak plainly, man, what mean you ?

"
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"
Only this, that to win the gold I speak of, you needs

must face the wrath of mighty Thor himself, for the gold

lies upon his altar, and few of you will take that risk, I

ween."
"
There you are out," retorted Biorn,

"
for little do we

of Norway reck now of Thor. Give me but the glint of

gold, and I would dare, not Thor alone, but Odin, too, and

all his Aser band at back of him. See," and he pointed to

a great blue cross pricked in woad upon his brawny fore-

arm.
" A hammer this was once, now the magic Cross,

for I am a prime-signed man. Sigurd the Bishop it was,

who gave me the token, when he christianised Sigurd
Lodvirson in the Isle of Horses."

Thorolf answered ne'er a word, but striding to the

secret panel, shot it back, and whispered in an undertone

to Thorkel and Gneisti, as low he bowed.

Biorn rose reeling, and followed in his wake, and his

muddled gaze beheld in the flickering torchlight, a cavern-

ous recess, the dim figure of the idol, an altar, and a

gleaming golden ring suspended from it.

" One mark, six eyrir, is its weight," said Thorolf,
" and be not backward now."

"
Stand aside then, milksop, and I will have it in a

twinkling, and let Thor do his worst."

Now those within saw how a hand, great and hairy,

came in and grasped hold of the ring, and made to wrench

it from its place. Gneisti's eyes fastened on it greedily.
"
There," he muttered,

"
is a hand that cost me dear

"
:

and with a wild impulse of fury, he snatched up Thorkel's

Courland sword, and with a sweeping cut, severed the

arm close to the elbow.

Biorn leaped back, uttering a cry of anguish and dismay,

thinking no other than that Thor himself had smitten
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him. Had he not mocked and blasphemed ? Assuredly
the god had taken vengeance.

His comrades gathered round, overwhelmed with

superstitious fears
;

Christian though they were in name,

they were still pagan at heart, and great was their dread

at the sight they now beheld within the shrine. There

stood the belted image of the Battle-god, iron gloved and

inscrutable, with eyes that seemed to flame in anger, as

the jewels set in his brow pits reflected the light from the

torches. Above his shoulder the ponderous mallet was

raised as though to smite, while there, still grasping the

altar ring, like a grim blood offering, swung the dripping
and dissevered hand.

Oddur's angry voice rose above the clamour.
"
Enemies

must lurk within the shrine, and you, Thorolf, shall lose

nothing less than your life for this treachery."

Amid all the confusion none noticed how from the

trap door above, bearded faces peered down, and now

ready hands grasped the rope that dangled from a cross

beam, fixed there for hoistirg meal bags, and the Icelanders

prepared to descend : but with a mischievous glance up-

wards, Swanlauga signed to them, then with a deft move-

ment seized the swinging rope, and slipped its iron hook

beneath the leathern girdle of the Scat-gatherer.

In a trice he was hauled up kicking like a flounder, high

over the heads of the gaping throng, and through the

trap. Then trussed like any fowl he was thrown gasping

on the wool bags.
" Make your own terms with his band," shouted Kalf

to Thorolf,
"

for here we hold Oddur a hostage for your

safety."

The crowd below were in a fighting mood, and though
Thorolf spoke heedfully, they were not easy to placate.
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A chorus of discordant cries arose at the sudden disap-

pearance of their leader.
" Who are these roosters who crow so loudly ?

"
shouted

one.
"
Icelanders, forsooth," cried another.

" Come let

us burn them hall and all."

Hearing this Oddur shrieked with fear, and a laugh
arose from the Norsemen.

"
'Twould never do to roast

our paymaster," cried a mocking voice,
"
so let us get at

them by way of that ladder at the gable. Follow me."

At this, most rushed for the doorway, but recoiled in

awe, for there guarding the narrow way was a man great

and grim, with shining armour and upraised mallet.
"
Tis Thor himself," exclaimed the leader,

" and now
are we foredone."

Thorkel laughed heartily, for it was he, who had borrowed

the weapon for this trickery.
"
Fools," he jeered,

"
let

clear the field for fighters now, and come on any twain."

That challenge went unanswered, for meantime the

Icelanders had slipped down the rope, and the Norsemen

were caught between hammer and anvil.

Yet death was not fated for any man that night, for at

the pleading of the fair Swanlauga and her mother, Thorolf

was constrained to come to terms
;

so leaving Oddur and

six hostages in his hands, and bearing with them their

wounded comrade, the Scat-gatherers went sulkily to

their ship.



Chapter V

They Come to Earl Sigurd

STIRRING, thriving man was Trond

of Gate, foremost of those kinsmen the

Gatebeards of Osteroe
;
short was he in

stature, swart in hue, and very viking-

like his mien. Far and wide he was

famed in northern lands as one ruthless

to his foes, and with friends so keen was

he in bargaining, that never had any
got the better of him. Fierce though he was towards

viking raiders, who time and again tried to plunder

Faroes, his wrath burned with double fury, if perchance

Scat-gatherers from Norway dared to venture within his

ken. He had sworn by all the gods of Aser, that never

would scat be paid by any men of Osteroe, and by none

others in Faroes if he could prevent it.

To this fierce warrior, farmer, and fisherman in one,

came in haste a messenger from Suderoe, telling of the

dealings of Oddur and his band. He found Trond at

Bordo, in the Bay of Klaksvig, still busy with the whales,

a herd of which they had surrounded and were driving

ashore. Trond laughed merrily to hear the tidings, and

these were his words :

" Whales are here in plenty, and

can be hunted later, but these Norse Scat-catchers come

ever more rarely to our shores, and 'tis long since I had a

chance at one."

First he fared to his own island, and there let blow for

60
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a gathering of the Gatebeards. Two long-ships were

quickly manned, and they made for Suderoe at their

swiftest. Their white sails glimmering on the blue, north-

ward of Dimon, did not pass unnoticed.

Biorn's crew were soon astir, and quickly running down
their ship put out to sea.

"
There," said Biorn,

"
will be

Trond of Gate with two swift sailing skutas, and we need

not wait to welcome him. Up sail, lads, and away."

They had a lengthy lead, a fresh crew, and a fast vessel
;

and some hours later Trond came back to Whale Bay in

a furious mood, his oarsmen tired out with their exertions,

for never could they come up with Biorn. Many were

on the beach to meet him as he came ashore, and with

them Thorkel Hak and other Icelanders.
" Where is Thorolf ?

"
were Trend's first words as he

marched up the beach,
" and why has he suffered these

vile Norse Scat-catchers to escape him ?
"

Thorkel smiled humorously as he eyed that scowling

countenance.
" No need to wear so black a look beneath

those bushy brows of yours," said he,
"
for they have

left their scat behind, their weapons, too, six hostages,

moreover, and Oddur himself their leader under guard.
As for Thorolf, he went off this morning at sunrise along
the island, to learn what scathe was done, taking with

him my shipmates, Kalf Asgeirson, and Kiartan and

Bolli of Herdarholt ;
but doubtless they have seen your

ships crossing the Sound and will quickly return."

Trend's face brightened.
"
Kalf is known to me,"

said he,
"
but who are you ?

" and Thorkel told him.
" You look somewhat of a viking ;

but where now
are Oddur and those hostages you speak of, for with them
I would like to have a word ?

"
Just then his eye fell

upon Gneisti.
" Come forward, thrall," he commanded.
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"
surely you have received some rough handling since I

saw you last, and your face has somewhat fallen in. Ha !

I thought as much, at their old trick of tooth pulling

again. What other games have been carried on here ?
"

"
They had what they called a fox hunt," replied

Gneisti mournfully,
"
and my bed-fellow, Thorgils was the

fox. He fared worse than did I, for they pelted him
over the high cliffs to the west."

Trond stood a moment in thought, chewing his black

beard, a wicked gleam kindling in his grey eyes.
" Good

sport that fox hunt must have been, and now, by Thor,

there shall be another. Follow me, lads," he cried, and

strode towards the hall,
" we will teach the thieving

scat-catchers that Faroe is a place to be dreaded."

Soon, Oddur, accompanied by the other hostages, was

led out, and exceeding hushed was he when he saw who
had come. Then they were placed in line, and Trond

looked them over as though they had been cattle.
" You

fellows have a long journey before you," said he,
" and I

trust you fed heartily this morning." He passed along
the line, and had some witty remark to make to each in

turn, to which the vikings answered boldly as was their

wont. Last of all he came to Oddur, and looked him up
and down, then punched him so hard below the ribs, that

he coughed and spluttered.
" Too fat," laughed Trond,

"
too fat by far to run, so

let him be staked out here till our return
;
then we will

have a piece of carving done upon his back." Now his

roving eye lit upon Thorkel Hak, and he added :

" You
have travelled far, Icelander, and doubtless have witnessed

the carving of the Blood-eagle ;
that is a job which takes

a steady hand
;

are you craftsman enow for the work ?
"

"
That I am," answered Thorkel readily,

"
and well



THEY COME TO EARL SIGURD 63

practised thereat
"

;
for he took it that Trond meant it

as a jest. Far otherwise it seemed to Oddur, who sank

shuddering to the ground.
" Now for the hunt," cried Trond,

"
but first we need

some bags." Off went a man running to the ships, and

soon returned bearing six empty meal bags.
" To the

heights, lads," ordered Trond,
"
there tie the bags upon

their heads and let the chase begin."

Meanwhile Oddur had been seized and rudely thrown

on the ground face downwards. Gneisti eager at his

work, quickly drove home the stakes, to which the hands

and feet of the wretched Scat-gatherer were secured.
" A sharp knife will be needed," said the thrall grinning,

" and best had you put an edge to yours while I go for a

saw."

At these ominous words the Scat-gatherer howled for

mercy, whereat Thorkel jeered.
" A pity such a brisk

young fellow cannot thole his punishment without such

whimpering
"

;
but to Gneisti he whispered,

"
I think

the jest has now gone far enough."
" What jest is this you talk of ?

"
replied the thrall.

" Trond of Gate is a dour man, not given to jesting, and

what he threatens that he always performs ;
but here

comes my mistress, Swanlauga, in haste, and what can

she want with us ? Such scenes as these are not meet

for women's eyes."
The maid approached, and in a voice clear as a silver

bell hailed Thorkel, pointing seaward.
"
There comes

my brother Thorolf across the Bay, and very wrathful

will he be at all these doings. Hasten to the beach, and

bid him come with all speed if he would save his hostages."
So at her behest Thorkel went down to the landing

place, and waited Thorolf's coming.
"
Great doings are
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afoot," he shouted lustily as the boat rowed in.
"
Here

has come a furious fellow, Trond O' Gate, all in a flurried

bustle like a stranded whale, and no one to say him yea
or nay."

" But what of Oddur and his six men ?
"
asked Thorolf

anxiously, as he leaped ashore with the others.

For answer Thorkel pointed landwards.
" Oddur lies

yonder, staked out upon the ground, and though the day
is chill he sweats with fear, for soon a Blood-eagle will be

cut upon his back
;

as to the others, to judge by the din

on the heights, the fox hunt Trond spoke of has now begun."
Thorolf's face darkened, for well he knew Trond of old.
"
Olaf Tryggveson will call us to account for the safety

of these Scat-gatherers. We come too late, I fear."

It was as he said, for now they saw the Gatebeards

come trooping down, laughing and making merry over

their sport.

Trond hailed Thorolf heartily, as they came forward

to where Oddur lay.
" You come too late to see the hunt,"

he cried,
"
but now to good beginning will be a better

end," and he cast a gloating look on the Scat-gatherer's

broad back.
" And what have you to tell me of my six hostages ?

"

enquired Thorolf anxiously.
"
This," replied Trond with grim satisfaction,

"
I showed

them all a short cut to the sea from the cliff tops yonder,
and enough ado they made about it, ere they would take

the leap."

Thorolf took the news with an ill grace and answered :

" Now you have stirred up a fire it had been better to

have let smoulder, and for this deed of yours as like as

not, we hi Suderoe will be forced to pay a heavy price."
"
Ah, that will be a weighty reckoning for all of you,"
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groaned Oddur,
"
and best for you to take a head ransom

from me, than run the risk of Olaf Tryggveson's dis-

pleasure."
"
Such words I will not listen to," retorted Trond.

Stooping over Oddur, with no gentle hand he ripped the

shirt from his back, and traced with his thumb nail a

curving line about the ribs.
"
Here must the cut be made," he said.

"
Now,

Icelander, set to."
" Do your own butcher's work," said Thorkel,

"
for I

care not for the job."

But at this moment Kalf Asgeirson stepped forward

and spoke up boldly.
"

I should have something to say
in this matter, for this fine fish was hooked by my crew

;

and I would not have King Olaf as a foe at any cost, since

we fare to cheaping-steads in Norway."
Trond turned upon him in indignant rage, and sharp

things were said on both sides. They argued hot and

long till at length Trond grew weary.
" You shall have

your way in this," he snapped,
" and since you value

this smooth-tongued fellow so highly, let him be part

of your cargo. So long as he clears Faroes I care not."
"

It would be a pity," said Kiartan,
"
to let the Scat-

taker go to Norway with the tale he will have to tell, and

best for us to heave him to the fishes." These words

Oddur heard, and cherished in his memory.
"
By rights," said Kalf,

"
Earl Sigurd of the Orkneys

should deal with this matter, and there we will bring

him," and so it was agreed.

Soon they were in readiness to depart, and from Thorolf

?nd his kin they had good gifts at parting.

Thorkel heaved a sigh of relief as the anchor was got

aboard.
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" Too long were we in Faroes, and we are well rid of

Trond 0' Gate
"

;
but they had not yet seen the last of him.

High in the prow of his skuta he stood, hailing them as

they rowed out, and in his hand he swung a leathern bag.
"
Steer hitherward," he cried.

"
Here is money both

great and good, and let the scat-man bear it to Olaf Tryg-

gveson, with greeting from Trond O' Gate. Catch," he

called, then with unerring aim he flung the bag so that

Thorkel caught it.

Oddur eyed the wallet doubtfully as he weighed it in

his hand, then loosening the cord, he peered within, and

his eyes widened in amazement.
"
Here is ring money

in plenty," he said greedily,
"
and after all, Trend's high

words meant little, and in his heart he must fear King

Olaf, for he hath sent him a great tribute."

A shield was brought, and into it there poured a rattling

stream of metal, as Oddur emptied the bag ;
but now his

face grew exceeding long, as he stared at the pile, and so

loud was the laugh that arose, that Trond heard and waved

his hand in derision.
"
Pig rings, by Thor !

"
cried Oddur savagely.

"
Pig

rings enow for snouts of all the swine in Norway. For

this insult Trond shall pay full dear."
"
Stay, man," said Thorkel, laughing.

"
See you not

that silver scat is mixed amongst the rings."

Oddur thrust his hand eagerly into the heap, then

spurned it with an oath.
"
Scat, mayhap, but not of silver,

and here methinks hath come every bad penny in Faroe."

All were glad when the northern hills of Orkney hove

in view, and the Swan glided in between the islands of

Westray and Rowsay.
To Kiartan and Bolli, accustomed to the dark shores of
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Iceland, this seemed a bright and joyous land to which

they had come.

Here were softly rounded hills, clothed in green, rising

from a sparkling sunlit sea. With dipping oar and fair

wind following, the ship swept onward into a wide land-

locked haven, and on to the landing place, at the foot of

the steep hill in Hrossey, that was crowned by the Earl's

great Hall, with all the houses of its crowded burg about

it, looking down where ships rode at anchor far and near.

Red-brown were the walls of the Hall, like the cliffs on

the shore, its roof of timber, high pitched, flung up a blue

flag of smoke to the wind.

At all this the Icelanders gazed, and thought it strange

to see, how men ran down the steep rocky path to the

shore in crowds, pointing and talking loudly, as if it was

a world's wonder to see such a ship as theirs come in.

Oddur had recovered from the piteous plight into which

he had been cast by the Icelanders' rough handling, and

Trend's terrible threats. He stood now erect and com-

placent arranging his girdle and cloak, and assuming the

dignified mien of a man of high station.

A well-satisfied smile stole over his countenance as he

saw how close in to the land, with gangways out, lay his

own ship, the Sea-Deer. With a sidelong glance at Thorkel

he spoke triumphantly.
"
There hath come my ship and

crew already, so it seems likely Earl Sigurd will be ready
to welcome me. Far different is he from that oily fisher-

man, Trond O' Gate, and a befitting welcome he will give
to King Olaf's messenger." Now he pointed to where a

group of men in bright array came marching from the

Hall, bearing axes and stepping out most soldierly.
"
There

come the Earl's Hirdsmen, and see with them comes Sigurd
himself."
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A tall and very stately man with bright blue cloak and

golden high-winged helm, stood out now in front of the

throng.
"
There," said Kalf,

"
is Orkney's Earl, mightiest

of men in the western lands, save Dublin's Lord, and Ire-

land's King, for I take no account of that niddering,

Ethelred of England." Kiartan looked with interest at

the noble figure of the Earl.
" Proud may we be, foster-

brother," said he,
"
to claim such a kinsman, for he comes

of the same lineage as Hoskuld." Then they went ashore

and straight before the Earl.

With them went Oddur, with Bolli and Thorkel on either

hand, and Kiartan in front to be their spokesman. A buzz

of excitement passed through the crowd, when they saw

how the Scat-gatherer came guarded. Some were heard

to laugh, others to cheer, but the Earl raised his hand and

frowned heavily, and a sudden silence fell.

Kiartan greeted the Earl as was fitting, and told his

name and lineage, then added :

"
faring hither from Ice-

land, we came by Suderoe in Faroes, and took this man,
who with his band was plundering and ravaging the island,

and into your hands, Earl, we give him for judgment."
A strange look flashed into Sigurd's hawk-like eyes, as

he answered somewhat sternly.
" You have brought me

here Oddur, Scat-gatherer to King Olaf of Norway, and

scat he may lawfully take in all isles from here to Faroes,

though ye of Iceland would seem to be ignorant of this.

His shipmen have already told me of all that befell in

Thorolf's Hall, how Biorn Ironskull lost his hand, and

Oddur himself was captured." Here, Sigurd stroked his

beard thoughtfully, and this was done to hide a smile

he could not repress, and now Oddur burst in vehemently.
"
They have not told you how they fled and left me when

Trond of Gate came ashore, for that was worst of all.



THEY COME TO EARL SIGURD 69

Six hostages he put most cruelly to death and laid

me out to have a Blood-eagle cut upon my ribs." His

face flushed with wrath, and he pointed furiously at

Thorkel.
"
There stands the ruffian who helped to bind and strip

me, and went so far as to whet his knife for the job, but

Kiartan I hold no less guilty, for it was he with his ship-

men who hooked me into the loft and there showed me the

greatest indignity."

Many laughed at the words, but Sigurd, frowning, sup-

pressed their merriment, and now spoke gravely.
"
For

these doings I must call you Icelanders to account before

me in the great Hall to-morrow, and meantime you will

be kept under safe guard. He signed to his hirdsmen to

take the three Icelanders to the ward-room in the Burg.
Kiartan started forward indignantly, but a calm com-

manding glance from Earl Sigurd's eyes seemed to compel
him to submit.

So with that they were marched off to a strong house of

stone, beyond the great Hall, and there a heavy door

closed behind them.
"
Now, by Thor," said Thorkel Hak, as they seated

themselves on the straw in the low, ill-lit room, "we are

most likely in the dungeon, where prisoners are kept
before hanging, and in the morning will be put to death

without the chance of striking a blow. "If we had but

taken Kiartan's counsel, and thrown Oddur to the fishes,

this would not have happened."
" We have fared far for such a cold welcome," said

Kiartan,
" and some in Iceland would wonder could they

hear of this behaviour of our kinsman the Earl."

Thorkel grumbled on :

"
Orkney's Earl is Olafs man,

and scat is owed to Norway from the Isles. That is news



70 SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

indeed, for none was ever paid that I heard tell of, since

Harold Fairhair's time."
" And doubtless now paid most unwillingly," said Bolli.

"
I noticed that the crowd jeered somewhat at Oddur,

till the Earl checked them."

Kiartan took heart at this thought.
"
Indeed," he

said,
" we may yet come safely through this adventure,

for I liked Earl Sigurd's face well, and his guardsmen say
that every man has from him a fair trial."

" You are welcome to your liking," said Thorkel moodily,
"
though I see little cause for it ; but doubtless a fair

trial will be very comforting when we come to hang. It

is Kalf Asgeirson should be here, for he had most to do

with taking Oddur out of Trend's hands."

Scarce had he spoken when the door opened, and Kalf

was put in amongst them. The men who brought him

said not a word, but smiled as they turned away, and

Kalf laughed outright.
"

Sit ye down all," he said.
" We

can well put through the time with the telling of strange

tales. Now, Thorkel, your chance has come to give us

the whole story of your struggle with that great wild man
in Jemtland's Wood, or to sing your chant of the flying

fire-drake. None of us can get away while you are in

the middle of it."
"
Nay," said Thorkel,

"
I will rather tell you what I

said ere you came in, that Kiartan' s advice was good,

and the Scat-catcher had best been hove to the fishes."
"
Cease to prophesy ill," said Kalf,

" and it is time

enough to cross a bridge when you have come to it."
" As for me," said Kiartan,

"
I will roll over and go to

sleep, and advise you all to do the same, for we have had

little rest since we left the Faroes."

So rolling their cloaks about them they settled down to
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pass the night, but as matters turned out they were not

to be left there for long.

The crew of the Swan were ill content to see their leaders

treated in such fashion, but Kalf, ere he was led away,
warned them to wait patiently, for he had some notion

that things were not so bad as they seemed.

Oddur's stay in Hrossey was but a short one, and that

same evening, bearing with him the scat due to Norway's

King, he went down to his ship. Earl Sigurd accompanied
him and spoke him fair at parting.

"
I would like well to remain longer," said Oddur,

"
if

only to witness the bearing of these Icelanders when they
come to hang ;

but I am long overdue at Nidaros, and such

fair wind may not be missed, so the matter must be left

in your hands, Earl."
"
Trust me," replied Sigurd,

"
to deal with them as

justly as would King Olaf himself. The Icelanders have

a rough road to travel by," he added, glancing towards

the path to the Hall,
" and a right merry time is in store

for them."

With these words Oddur was obliged to rest content.

Soon his ship passed from view, and smiling to himself

Sigurd returned to the Hall to sup.

A well decked company was that which mustered about

him that evening, and amongst these need only be named
his three elder sons, Sumarlid, Brusi, and Einar. The

best of viands were set upon the board, and when all

was ready, and the Earl settled in the high-seat, he com-

manded messengers to fetch the Icelanders before him.
" What ! Are we denied even the comfort of a wink

of sleep ?
"

said Thorkel Hak drowsily, as the guardsman

flung open the door and ordered them forth.
"
Judgment
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so late at night is scarce lawful, as I should best know,
since my father, Thorgeir, is Speaker of the Law in

Iceland."
" Too far from us then is Thorgeir, thy father," laughed

Bolli,
" and as for his wisdom, that great head of thine

holds none of it."

They followed on into the Hall, past the crowded benches,

and straight up before the high-seat. A grey-bearded
man sat by the Earl's side, who looked sternly at the

prisoners as they approached. Erland larlaskald was his

name, and he was a good enough poet in his day, but now
he acted the part of a judge.

Earl Sigurd addressed him thus :

"
you have heard all

the accusations made by Oddur the Scat-gatherer against

these men from Iceland."

Erland shook his head seriously,
"

I have heard, and it

is seldom that such a story has come to my ears."
" Have you pondered on your judgment ?

"
said the

Earl.
"
As much as I need to," replied Erland,

" and will now

pronounce sentence."
" Ho !

"
muttered Thorkel,

"
this is quick work, and a

well skilled lawyer this must be, who never waited to

hear a word from any of us, and has his sentence ready at

hand. I hope I may live to have the telling of this at

the Althing." He saw not the jest as yet, for Erland

acted his part well.
" What sentence do you pronounce upon Kiartan

Olafson ?
"
asked Sigurd with unsmiling face.

"
His doom," said the Skald,

" must be a heavy one,

namely to wear a ring of gold of thy giving, and to sit on

the high-seat beside thee, Earl."

A roar of applause went up, and none laughed now more



THEY COME TO EARL SIGURD 73

heartily than Thorkel, for he had been quite taken in by
the pretended judge, and the Orkney men were pleased

thereat.

Kiartan went up to the Earl's side, and was well greeted

by the name of kinsman, and made to sit there
;
then the

play went on.
" Doom on Bolli, foster-brother to Kiartan," demanded

the Earl.
" A like ring upon his arm and to sit by thy other

side," said Erland, and the men cheered again.

Once more Earl Sigurd spoke :

"
One, Kalf Asgeirson,

stands here, whom Oddur accused of half hanging him."
"

I can think of no sentence heavy enough for this

Kalf, but perhaps it will do to treat him like his comrades,

and have him as near to thee as may be."

Now the Earl turned a merry eye upon Thorkel Hak,
and all strained their ears to listen.

"
Here stands,"

said he,
"
that red-bearded ruffian, who whetted his knife

to do a piece of carving on Oddur's back." Thorkel did

not wait to hear his doom pronounced, but answered

readily :

"
My father, Thorgeir, is Speaker of the Law in

Iceland, so here I will take it upon me to speak law for

myself. This, then, is Thorkel's sentence upon Thorkel.

A Blood-eagle was to have been carved, but alas the bird

has flown
; yet other fowl remain, and on these I will do

the carving. I see yonder a dish of heath-cocks, nicely

roasted and with a savoury smell. Give me knife and

trencher, and set them before me without delay." A
roar of applause followed, and carrying the dish, Thorkel

betook himself to the lower end of the hall, where sat the

hirdsmen of the Earl, who gladly welcomed him amongst
them. The ale cup circled freely, and talk grew loud

and merry, jests flew back and forth, and some fell to
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comparing men. Famous names were called to mind, such as

Ragnar Lodbrok, Rolf the Ganger, Palnatoki of Jomsburg,
and the kings Harold Harfager and Eric Bloodaxe, but in

the end the opinion of most was, that for personal prowess
and single handed might, none had ever excelled Egil

Skallagrimson, and they counted him moreover the most

famous of all skalds.
" And as to warriors now alive," said the bard Erling,

"
none, I venture will dispute my claim, that our Earl

Sigurd Lodvirson is noblest and doughtiest."

Sigurd shook his head deprecatingly.
" You have

forgotten two, I trow, namely a king in Ireland, and one

in Norway, against whom I have not yet measured my
strength, Both Brian, son of Kennedy, and Olaf Tryg-

gveson, hold their heads higher than do I. But enough
of this. Poor is the feast without flow of song, and which

of you, my guests, has the skald's art ?
"

" Not I," replied Kiartan,
"
though some might expect

it of Egil's grandson ; yet we can boast poets in our com-

pany ;
Bolli here can weave a stave at need, and Thorkel

Hak has got a song about his encounter with a flying fire-

drake, which for a poem is a good one."
"
Let us have it, then," said Sigurd,

"
for the fame of

that combat has reached us even in Orkney."
No further pressing did Thorkel need, and starting to

his feet he chanted in a sonorous voice :

"
Sailing once to Adalsyssla

By the eastern side of Baltic,

Came we in on Isle of Osel,

Ran the long-ship up on rollers,

Made by river mouth the meal fire.

Forth then faring hied the hunters,

Food store for the ship to furnish.
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Far I went through widest forest,

Bearing bow and knife at war-belt
;

Followed wild fowl in the fen-land,

Tracked the boar throughout the thicket,

Marked a lake there in the marshland,

Deep mid grass-grown banks the water.

Sudden rustled reeds about me,
Ground shook at a great beast's going,
Then beneath the surface diving,

Down there plunged a mighty dragon ;

Soon again with neck uprearing

Rose, and fiercely glared around it.

Deeming little of the danger,
1 from bow loosed Bird of Battle.

Round the dragon turned and raging,
Wide unfurled its bat-like pinions ;

Soaring high in circles sweeping

Sped the monster spewing venom,
Like the loathsome Snake of Skapti,

Hung o'er head of Utgard Loki.

Downwards swooping then the fire-drake,

Dashed at me from Raven's Roadway,
Horney hided, beak wide gaping,
Scales on leathern neck uplifting ;

Fiercely tore the iron talons,

From the beak down dripped the venom.
Had he seen it, Gorm Hel's guardian
Loud had barked from Gnipa Cave.

Soon again it soared and circled,

Snake-necked, lion-clawed, and bat-winged,

Leaped again on Son of Lawman :

Clutched the claws and drave the bill then,
Scarce could I withstand the wing blows

;

From my hand the bow fell shattered,
Broken by the blows of pinions,

Nothing now but knife remained me.
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\Vell it was that I had sounded

Deeply Mimir's fount of wisdom,
Else from life I had soon sundered

;

But then quickly I bethought me,
Of the Aser Gods beguiling

Jotun Wolf with jaws distended

Fastening wide the mouth of Fenrir.

Rushing, roaring came the fire-drake,

From the nostrils foul the fuming,
Parted wide mouth's bristling portal ;

Fearlessly I glanced within, then

Flung the knife like Leipter flashing ;

Gnashed the jaws on Fenrir's bane.

Wound drops rained as it rose writhing,

Soaring upward, where the sun-veils

High in heaven hung o'er hill tops :

On it went, I watched it wending,
Till at length in flight it faltered

;

Drooped the wings, then swiftly dropping
Like a stone, that mighty dragon

Plunged in plain of widest water
;

Waves of Aegir washed above it,

No man ever found it after :

But the folk of Adalsyssla
In the little Isle of Osel,

Highly praised the Son of Thorgeir,

Honoured Iceland's dragon slayer."

"
Skal to the Viking," roared the Orkney men, as

Thorkel resumed his seat, then the Earl, rising, filled a cup
with his own hand and passed it to him. So with song
and merriment they sat and feasted till the night was far

spent.



Chapter VI

The Raven Banner

ENTS were raised on board the Swan,
and they stayed on at Hrossey for

certain days while Kalf, the skilled

merchant man, did much trade in

goods that the Orkney folk had need

of. Amongst their stores were many
costly furs, and from these the Earl

chose out the finest pelts of the blue

fox as a gift for the Scottish princess, Donada, Mal-

colm's daughter, whom he had it in mind to woo.

Often they were invited to the Hall, for Sigurd delighted

to hear them tell of the goings on in Iceland ; most he

desired news of Helge and Grim, sons of Nial, who some

years before had held high place in his body-guard ; now
he learned how they bore themselves in the blood feud

and law suits which their kindred had in hand.

They wondered much one day to hear a loud bell chiming,

and to see how people flocked to a kirk that stood on the

height. This was King Olaf's command, and the Earl

and his folk rendered obedience, though they had little

understanding of that way of worship.
On the evening after that church going, the Earl bade

Kiartan and Bolli stay after supper.
" Here I will have

you remain to-night as bed chamber guests," said he,
"

for there are many things to be talked over, and I would

77
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fain form a close bond of friendship with you, my kinsmen,

ere you sail for Norway."
Earl Sigurd had risen to great place and power, more

than any northman in the western lands. Besides his

Orkney Isles he held sway over most of northern Scotland,

and had his allies in the Sudrey Isles in Britain, and

Dublin's kingdom, whilst Man's Island yielded him tribute.

The rise of Olaf Tryggveson had alone served to check his

ambitious plans ;
and against that King's tyrannical

power he hoped to strengthen himself by friendship with

the sturdy and independent Icelanders.

He brought Kiartan and Bolli to his own shut-room,

behind the carved panelling of the dais, and here they

gazed with admiration on his broidered bed curtains, and

splendid skins of the White Bear spread upon the floor
;

and much they liked the look of the painted shields,

swords, saxes and battle axes, arranged around the walls.

Here he bade them be seated, and lost no time in setting

forth his tale.
"
Many Icelanders come and go from

Hrossey Port," he began,
" and to all I have shown friend-

ship and fair dealing. I hope they have brought home a

good account of me ?
"

Kiartan answered promptly.
" The name of Earl Sigurd

Hlodvirson is much upon the tongues of men who have

journeyed out of Iceland, and all have some good thing

to say of him."

Sigurd continued.
"
Great and powerful as ye of Ice-

land hold me, yet was I entrapped and brought to naught,

by that juggler the Norse King. Even Trond O' Gate

can boast himself luckier than am I, for never out of

Faroe yet was yielded one bag of scat, while Oddur bore

away from Orkney a full measure of the tribute, which

Olaf claims from these Isles. He has given me the name of
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Under-Lord, nor can I now hold my head so high as formerly

among the Scottish and Irish kings, or even among my
people of Man."

"
Very sudden has been the rise of this King Olaf,"

said Kiartan.
"
My father, his kinsman Hrut, and others

who went a-viking in Harold and Gunnhilda's time, wonder

greatly to hear of it, for in those days it was never even

rumoured that this son of Tryggve lived."
"
No, in sooth," went on Sigurd,

"
for he held himself

well hidden through all his youth, concealing his name and

lineage, when he dwelt in Wendland, Garthland and

other countries. At last he fared to Ireland and gathered
men to himself and won fame. I met him there in Dublin

at Anlaf's court, where he bore the name of Olo the Viking.

We were right good friends, and I rejoiced to hear of his

great deeds in England, and that was where he won his

wealth. I will tell you how I next fell in with him.
"
About two years ago, I lay at Osmundswall, in Hoy,

with two small ships and not many men aboard. We were

after the seals that day, and not armed for warfare, and

I had brought with me Hundi, my youngest, best loved

son, to see the sport. As we lay there waiting for the

seals, we saw five war ships beating up from the west,

and they made as though to pass through the Firth.

Wind and tide were both against them and so they turned

in to where we lay and came rowing up to us. A splendidly
attired man stood upon the lypting of the largest ship,

gazing hard at us, and when his voice came hailing us

across the water, I knew him for my old friend, Olo the

Viking. Then I greeted him cheerily.
"
Whither away

in such warlike array, and is your journey so pressing,

that you may not bide with us a night in Hrossey ?
' He

answered this invitation by another.
' Come aboard my
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ship, Earl Sigurd, and bring the boy with you. I have

somewhat of a dogling here he might like to see.' Great

was Hundi's delight, for Olo whistled as he spoke, and

there came bounding to his side such a dog as the child

had never seen before. High as a calf was he, grizzly

baked and broad chested, with long, powerful jaws and

pointed ears."
" An Irish wolf-hound," exclaimed Kiartan.

"
I know

the breed, for my father Olaf brought out of Ireland just

such a dog as that, and gave him to his kinsman, Gunnar

of Lithend, and a faithful friend he proved."
"
Well, when you know what a wondrous hound was

there, you can understand how Hundi was eager for a

closer look at him, and Olo spoke in such friendly wise

to the child, that no suspicion woke in my mind, though I

am wariest of men. Soon we were aboard his dragon,

and much ado did Hundi make about that dog, Vigi, as

he was called, and clasped his great neck fearlessly, and

took him by the paw. Meantime I asked for tidings of

Sitric in Dublin, and my mother Audna's kindred in

Leinster, and others of the Irish, both friends and foes
;

but most I asked after Brian, the southern king, whose

might we Norsemen have reason to fear."
" ' News have I from Norway, too,' he added,

' Hakon
Earl has fallen into disrepute, with all his most powerful
Hersirs and Bonders, and men over there are saying now
that if any son of Tryggve lived and could show himself

among them, they would stand by him should he make
a bid for the kingdom.' Then he raised his head and

looking me proudly in the face announced,
'

you have

known me as Olo the Viking all these years, but learn

now that Olaf Tryggveson am I, and fare to Norway to

overthrow Hakon and take the kingship. This further
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I desire, that you, Earl Sigurd, will become my man and

take christening forthwith.'
"
This was astounding news as you may guess, and

ere I could answer, he went on in most lordly way, laying

down the law to me, as to what tribute I should pay to him

as king. This was ill to brook from one whom I had known

as a hired freebooter, but I let him ramble on, and kept a

smooth face, for now I saw what danger I was in. Then

he went on to preach to me regarding the New Faith, which

he had but lately learned himself from an ancient hermit

in the Syllinger Isles. In short, he put before me two

choices, first that I should become his man, call myself
Christian and cease to honour Thor and Odin. If I con-

sented, great state would be mine as his under-lord in this

life, and after death I should sit in high Heaven. On the

other hand, if I refused, he would waste my lands with fire

and sword, and at last I should be bound like Loki in a

den of everlasting torture."
" What answer was given to this ?

"
asked Kiartan.

" A plain, short answer, namely, that I would not

renounce the religion of my fore-fathers or abandon the

rites with which I was wont to worship Odin and Thor

all my life.

"
Very grim was Olaf as he listened to these words, for

of all men he is the worst to cross, as you, Kiartan, may
yet learn to your cost, and now a nithing deed was done.

Hundi stood beside the wolf-hound, fondling him with

delight and looking up in admiration at the stranger's

scarlet attire and shining helm. Olaf's gaze fastened

upon the boy, a baleful fire gleamed in his eyes, then with

scarce a pause he leaped upon him, seized him, and swung
him aloft at arms length, while with threatening sword in

hand, he swore by the cross he worshipped, that if I did

6
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not yield at once to all of his demands, he would hew the

child in twain.
" What other course was possible then, but to submit.

Thus was Sigurd, Earl of Orkney, christianised, but Hundi,
he has taken away to Norway as hostage for my good faith

and piety." He laughed bitterly, and Kiartan and Bolli

pitied him in their hearts.
"
Now, kinsmen," he added,

"
you can understand why

I paid scat to Oddur, but full glad was I to hear of your

dealings with him in Faroes, and his meeting with Trond

O' Gate."

They talked after that on other matters of less import.

At length Sigurd rose and said,
"

it grows late, yet to-

night I must ride, and you two shall go with me. I fare

to the stones of the Ness to sacrifice, and you shall be by

my side and witness all. I give you this proof of my
trust and friendship, knowing you well worthy of it, my
kinsmen."

A little ere midnight, Earl Sigurd mounted his grey
war steed, and Kiartan and Bolli rode on either hand.

A score of men came riding after, and all wore hoods over

their helms, and dark array.

Silently as could be they passed through the burg,

and out between the hills, along the level plain in the

heart of the island.

At last they came nigh to where the great stones stand,

between two waters on a ness. To this the Brig of Brodar

leads out, a broad causeway, \\ith high stones placed

along it at even distances.

On this night there was placed before each stone, a

sentinel with uplifted torch. Sigurd drew up his horse

at the first of these and spoke his name and lineage. The

man who stood there waved his torch aloft, while in a
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loud voice he announced :

"
Sigurd, son of Hlodvir, comes

to sacrifice to Thor, and to claim his Raven Banner."

That message went forward from man to man, down all

that line of stones, and they could hear it repeated ever

more faintly, and at each speaking, a torch was waved,
till at last they saw, far away on the Ness, a great ring of

lights begin to whirl around.

Priests were marching there and chanting as they
marched. Earl Sigurd and his train rode two and two,

along the Brig, and as they passed, the torchbearers left

their places at the stones and fell into the procession.

So came they to the sacrificial ring, and here dismounted,

then thralls led away the horses.

In the midst of all that assembly of priests and warriors,

a tall woman stood. She was clad in scarlet, and the

wavering light showed grey flowing hair and dark fierce

eyes. The moon of gold above her brow, and cloak clasps

at her breast bespoke her high rank, This was none

other than Audna, Earl Sigurd's mother, and no one was

more steadfast than she in maintaining the ancient Aser

faith. Her hand clasped the shaft of that wondrous

Raven Banner, which on a fatal day, still far distant, was

to spread its wings over the bloody field of Cluain-tarbh.

It was fashioned in this wise : On the summit of the

pole Odin's bird carven of the black bog wood, seemed to

perch with neck outstretched as if it scented carnage.
The beak was of burnished bronze, and red stones glittered

where the eyes should be. Of bronze, too, the artificer

had made the claws that clasped the pole. The wings
were Audna' s handiwork, and dropped from the crossbar

on either side. They were shaped of glossy pell, stitched

and broidered, with the raven feathers so fastened and

overlapping, that this seemed to be a real bird, but of
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monstrous size, which perched there. Now a wind came

in from the sea, and at its breathing the wings flapped
and were spread as though for flight. At this omen a

fierce shout went up from that armed throng ;
then

Audna broke forth into a wild Norse battle song, and the

voices of chanting priests swelled the chorus.

After that sacrifice was made to Thor, at an altar within

the lesser ring of stones, not far off. Kiartan and Bolli

had often witnessed such rites before, at the temple nigh
to Helgafell ;

but always in the light of day. Here, in

the stillness of night, with the vast dome of heaven star-

sprinkled overhead, the red glare of fire around, and smoke

drifting luridly over the quiet waters, he deemed the rite

more awe-inspiring, because it was done in secrecy.

Hastily the feast of sacrificial flesh and horse broth was

partaken of, then the Earl mounted and made ready to

depart.

Audna rode by her son's side, while the banner was

borne before them, over Brogar's Brig to the Mainland.

They turned then to the west, where Maeshowe, a low,

rounded hill rose before them, with a dark doorway looming
in its grassy slopes. One who was chief amongst the

priests took his stand there, and Earl Sigurd himself

delivered the Raven Banner into his hands, with these

words :

"
Let the Bird of Battle hide in the heart of the

hill, till I bear it forth in Thor's name, to fight against the

destroyers of his temples."
Then Audna, the Earl's mother, said parting words to

her son and his young kinsmen, and went to her dwelling

near by ;
but Sigurd rode as he had come, secretly through

the night, and back through the sleeping burg.

The Norse preachers learned naught of that night ride,

nor ever guessed that heathen worship was still practised
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in Orkney's Isles, and next morning Kiartan saw the

Earl and his folk go in by the kirk door most piously,

and there they gave ear to much psalm singing, and a

long and learned sermon.

The day after the Swan was all boun, and they set forth

on their voyage to Norway, and Kiartan bore with him a

loving message for Hundi, the Earl's young son.



Chapter VII

Norway Over the Foam

OTHING need be told of that voyage,
save that at dawn of the seventh day
land was at length visible, like a faint

blue cloud along the eastern rim of the

sea, in the gold of the sunrise.

"Here," thought Kiartan," is Norway,
where my ancestors lived for ages

beyond the memory of man," and he

recalled the tales his mother had told of Harold Fairhair's

tyranny, and the faring away to Iceland of Skallagrim
and his kin, of Egil's return there in after days, and his

feuds with Eric Bloodaxe and fierce Gunnhilda, and how
he escaped from their power and left his curse behind.

In this wise was Egil's cursing done, that he reared on a

rock a hazel pole, and on it placed a horse's head looking

landward, to frighten away the guardian spirits, so that

his runes might have power to bring about the downfall

of his enemies, as afterwards came about.

They had much talk aboard the Swan, as man after man
went on to tell what his kin had done in Norway ere the

Iceland land-taking, but each tale was the same, namely,
that kings had been over meddlesome, and their grand-

sires too spirited to endure.

First they came nigh the skerry-guard of reefs and islands,

that lie off the coast, breaking the fury of the Northern

86
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Sea, and skill was needed to pilot the ship through. At
last as the sun was sinking behind them, they rode in by
the Fiord, and on with the aid of oars under sheltering,

wooded hills, till they came to the haven at Nid Mouth,
and the new burg that King Olaf had built on the steep

above it. In after days it bore the name of Drontheim,
but Nidaros it shall stand in this tale.

Many houses rose upon the hillside, one over another.

Chief of these was the King's great Hall, with its court

about it
;
but higher still rose the church of the New Faith,

which was lately built there and indeed not yet fully

finished. As they came shoreward in the evening glow a

bell sounded from it clearly, and sweetly was it echoed

over the water.

Many long-ships were at anchor, and others drawn up
on the beach, of which most were King Olaf's

;
but besides

these were smaller fishing craft and merchant ships from

distant shores.

The waters of the haven lay calm and unruffled, and

images of the hills and burg, and all the ships afloat, were

reflected in it as from a mirror.
"
This seems a place of great peace that we have come

to," mused Kiartan, little guessing what perils and ad-

ventures were fated for him there, and still the bell sounded

solemnly, while its note re-echoed far, and they watched

the folk that crowded towards the church, or listened to

the hailing of seamen who called to them from the other

ships.

Soon they learned that three of them were from Iceland

like themselves, and of these one was owned by Brand the

Bounteous, with whom Kiartan and Bolli were well ac-

quainted. Two brothers, Biarni and Thorhall, from

Fleetlithe in the east, owned another, while the third
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ship belonged to one whose name and fame was destined

to go down to after years, for the skill he had in song

making, and the great doings that it was his luck to witness

and to celebrate in his staves. This was none other than

Halfrod, known as the Troublous Skald, of Vatzdale in

northern Iceland
;

because of a luckless wooing and

disappointed love he had sailed away from his native

land, but best he liked to sing the praise of Kolfina, the

fair lady he had left behind, though now she was wedded

to another.

All were well pleased to see those Iceland ships in port,

and to feel that they would have the company of such

well famed men
;

then in Nidaros harbour their anchor

was let down, and on tented ship passed their first night

in Norway.

Early next morning, Halfrod the Troublous, was the first

to come aboard the Swan, to ask for news of Iceland,

and tell them in turn how things then stood in Norway.
He was a man under middle age, brown haired and well

featured, save for a somewhat broad and unshapely nose,

but his eyes were so keen, and his figure so well set, that

none would notice much this defect. Moreover he was in

speech so winning and so witty, or so cutting if there was

need, that in every company he entered whether of warriors

or women, no one was more esteemed
;
but when he was

silent, his countenance took an exceedingly sorrowful

look, because of that loss he had suffered, and when he

made poems, oftener were they songs of lamentation than

of joy and victory ;
therefore he had won for himself the

to-name of the Troublous Skald, and that stuck to him to

the last.

He was gladly greeted by his countrymen, but in answer

to their eager questioning gave them little cheer.
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"
Doughty men are you of the Western Dales," said he,

" and your kinsmen, Kiartan, were well used to hold their

own against kings ; yet I think that in Olaf Tryggveson

you will find more than your match. Since he took

christening, very grim has he been against those whom he

calls heathen, and will have all men baptised, as he calls

it, ere he grants them leave to live in peace. He has cast

down the temples of the Aser everywhere, and dealt

dreadfully with those who defied him and clung to the

ancient faith."
" We heard a chant about this temple breaking when we

were in Faroes," put in Kiartan,
" and though it was

blasphemous towards Thor, it seemed for a song a good
one

;
but proper rascals were the men who sang it."

"
That will have been Thord Kolbeinson's poem," said

Halfrod scornfully : "a rude verse-smithier I deem him,

and far otherwise would I have rhymed it, had I taken it

in hand
;
but in spite of King Olaf's threatenings I have

not yet foresworn Thor, and still I wear this emblem."

He drew forth a small polished amulet, in the form of

Thor's Hammer, which he wore about his neck, and kissed

it reverently.

Kiartan and Bolli interchanged a smiling glance, for

they saw how it was hung by a plaited chain of long, fair

hair, and guessed rightly that here was a gift from his

lady love, Kolfina.
"
This is grave news that you bring us," said Kalf,

" and

it may be best for us to go south to England, or up the

Baltic, to Adalsyssla, Courland, or those parts, rather than

brook the browbeating of such a tyrant."

Halfrod laughed.
"
Easier said than done, for now you

have come into a trap there is no getting out of." He

pointed to his own ship and those of the other Icelanders.
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"
There we have lain the summer through, and are

forbidden to deal ashore, or to fare away, till we have

made up our minds about this christening. Hard has

been our lot, but King Olaf says he deems no doom too

hard for the sons of sacrificers. Here, likewise, your ship

will lie and rot, whilst ye are held as hostages for the

safety of his priest, whom he has sent out to preach the

Faith in Iceland."
" We had no word of that before we sailed," said

Kiartan.
" Some there will be eager to hear his tidings."

"
King Olaf has sent one who will be little to their

liking, or I am much mistaken
; Thangbrand, a Saxon, a

turbulent fellow who calls himself a priest, but no man of

books is he, nor can he argue on matters of law or learning,

or mysteries divine, as do our seers and lawmen
;

his

strongest argument is merely this, to bluster and threaten

those who yield not to him, and he has slain a man or

two already who dared to doubt his word."
" Then must he go well armed and guarded in Iceland,"

muttered Bolli,
"

for there many will give him the lie,

and think no more about it
;

little do I like to be surety

for his safety."
"
Others like it as ill as you," said Halfrod,

"
and make

up your mind to this, Bolli, that you will not look upon

your lady love again till news comes of the christening of

Iceland, and no man can foretell when that may be."

Here he sighed, thinking of Kolfina, and Bolli' s heart grew

heavy, for Gudruna was seldom absent from his thoughts,

and eager as he was for adventure, he had hoped to fare

home soon with wealth won, and chance of winning her,

if Kiartan, as was likely, found some other bride.
"
I will let you know now what manner of man King

Olaf is," went on the skald.
"
Yonder under the cliffs at
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Ladir where the pine woods are, you may see the greatest

of long-ships yet afloat
;

hear then how Olaf won that

dragon. When first he came back to Norway and went

wide about the land, ordering christening, two chiefs of

Halagoland in the north, Thorir Hart and Raud by name,
stood out most stoutly, and with a sea-host came south

to battle against him. Great was the fight, and men fell

thick and fast amongst the Halagolanders, so that the

end of it was they turned to flee. Raud rowed out to sea

and got away to his home in the God Isles by Salten

Fiord, while Thorir Hart fled in towards land, and leaping

ashore made off through a wood, with the King and his

band following hard after. Thus he might have escaped,

for he was the most swift footed of all men, but that Olaf

loosed Vigi, a great Irish hound that he hath, and bade

him bring down the Hart."
"
Earl Sigurd told us of that hound," said Kiartan.

" How went it with him in that hunting ?
"

"
Swift as Thorir was he could not escape Vigi, and the

hound leaping on him held him fast, till Olaf coming up,
hurled a spear at him and through him, and that was his

bane. The dog which Thorir had wounded with his knife,

was carried back to the ship and tended there as if he had

been the king's own son. Then they went after Raud,
north along the land, till they came to Salten Fiord, and

there they must lie many days, for foul weather came, and

a squally storm blew inward, nor might they venture out

in face of the wondrous strong tide which runs there at

most times. Then against Raud's wizardry which had

made that wind to blow, Olaf wrought his Christian spaedom,
so that it fell away, and on a night of calm, while Raud

slept on and dreamed of no harm threatening, the king's

ships came rowing each after each, out by the sounds to
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God Isle's shore. Raud's house was encompassed, his

folk all bound and beaten and many slain
;
then up in the

loft they seized the Sorcerer himself, and brought him be-

fore the King.
" '

I have fared hither all this way for thy great good,

Raud/ said Olaf,
'

and have a bishop here to christen

thee. Consent to this and I will be thy friend
;

but if

not I will put thee to the most horrible of deaths.' Then

Raud cried out that he would never trow in the New
Faith nor cease to sacrifice to the Aser Gods. So at Olaf's

command he was bound face up to a beam, and with his

own hand the King forced a hunting-horn between his

teeth. Therein they laid a venomous adder, but Raud
blew upon it so that it recoiled in fright. Irons were

heated next and set to the creature's tail, and that it

could not abide, so hissing furiously it crawled onwards

down Raud's throat, and liking not such narrow quarters,

gnawed its way on and out, so of that torment Raud

died, as was likely."
"
This king must be the worst of fiends," said Kiartan,

and with him they all agreed, then Halfrod went on.
"
After that the King took Raud's war-ship and steered

it home to Nidaros, and as they went, it was as if a

great golden dragon flew along the waves, for like wings the

sails were outspread, and high head and scaly tail shone

with beaten gold. If I were Olaf's skald I could make
a goodly poem thereon, but soon a greater ship even than

that will sail the seas. Yonder under Ladir cliffs the work

is now in hand. Thorberg Skafting is master shipwright,

and many are there with him to join, to chip, to smite

rivets and flit timbers. Shaped is this new ship like

Raud's dragon, but twice as long, broad of beam, high of

bulwark, and great in the scantling ; thirty and four
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benches of oars will be therein and golden dragon head and

tail. Long-Serpent shall she be called, and may I live to

sing a chant in her praise."

All gazed landward at the hive of busy workers, and

listened to the clatter that resounded from the cliffs, and

much they wished to have a nearer look at the Long-

Serpent. They leaned against the ship's side chatting

together thus, and Halfrod pointed out the different

buildings of the burg.
"
Yonder," at length he said,

" come the King's Hirdsmen for their morning swim."

A score or so of men came racing down to a cove under

steep rocks not far off from where the Swan was anchored,

and soon those nimble swimmers were darting hither and

thither in the blue waters of the bay, laughing as they
rallied one another to trials of swiftness, while some

sported, diving and holding each other long under. In

every feat one golden-bearded swimmer was easily the

best, and Kiartan and Bolli watching him keenly, wondered

if either of them could match him. Soon golden-beard
seemed to give heed to the watchers on the ship, for

leaving his fellows he struck out boldly and far, and came

close up to the Swan.

Halfrod looked hard at him, and the stranger waved his

hand and shouted.
" What is that he says ?

"
asked

Thorkel.
"
Only this," replied Halfrod,

"
he challenges

any of us to make a trial with him, and I would like to see

him taken down a peg, for here is a fellow who thinks that

he alone can do anything well."
"
Kiartan will be the man for that job," said Thorkel,

"and this Norseman will carry his chin somewhat lower

hereafter, if I mistake not." Kiartan needed no further

urging, but flinging off his clothes sprang overboard and

made for the stranger.
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"
Well, youngling," said he when Kiartan reached him,

"
so you dare match yourself with the best swimmer

in Norway. Wilt race, or dive, or wrestle in the

water ?
"

"
Whichever pleases you," answered Kiartan curtly.

"
Come, then, let us race, and if you pass me by a single

length I give you best." Off he went with powerful

strokes, and for a while Kiartan was content to follow at

his shoulder, then to the watchers on the Swan it seemed

that the Norseman drew ahead.
" The Icelander is beaten," yelled the hirdsmen.

"
Wait

a bit," said Kalf to Bolli who stood nigh,
"
Kiartan does

but play with him, now watch him leave the Norseman in

his wake, as he did Skarphedin himself."

A mighty shout went up from the Icelanders, for now
with his body laid level with the surface, and a sinuous

flapping motion of the feet, Kiartan shot forward in a

cloud of spray, so fast that quickly he was leader by a length,

and soon by two.

The Norseman slackened in his stroke, and dashed the

brine from wondering eyes.
" A seal," he muttered,

"
a

very seal, and never was such swimming seen in Norway
"

;

then he hailed Kiartan.
"
Not yet can you boast of victory over me, and let us

see if you can dive as well as you can swim ?
"

"
That will soon be proved," replied Kiartan, and

swimming to him caught him by the foot and drew him

under. Then those on the Swan could see the white limbs

gleaming, as they chased each other, far below in the

clear depths. At last the Norseman's head appeared, and

he shook the water from it like a dog, breathing deeply,

and when Kiartan came up he made for him at once, and

again both went down together. This time they were down
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for long, and it was hard to guess what went on beneath

the water, and great was the excitement on the Swan and

other Iceland ships ;
then Kiartan reappeared, and after

him the stranger, who shouted to his comrades that this

time he had bested his opponent.
A third bout they made of it, and were down so long

that some began to fear that they had sunk grappling,

never to rise again.

But now a shout resounded from ship and shore as the

Norseman at last appeared, and after him rose Kiartan,

exhausted but triumphant, and slowly both swam for the

shore.

When Kiartan came a-land he clambered near to where

the stranger sat with arms clasped about his knee, resting

upon a low, weed-grown rock. The sun shone full upon
the glancing water, the curling red sea wrack, and the

shapely limbs of these two, who had so recently striven

together beneath the waves.

Kiartan eyed his opponent admiringly and thought he

had never seen one more noble looking. Here was a man in

the prime of life, and fulness of well practised strength.

Blue eyes gleamed under a broad brow, a close cut, golden
beard gave dignity to a face at once stern and beautiful.

A wide expanse of chest showed under massive arching

shoulders, and each movement caused the pliant muscles

to ripple beneath an unblemished skin.
"
This can be

no common man," thought Kiartan.

The stranger smiled in a friendly way and fell to talking.
"
Tell me," said he,

"
your name and where you come

from ?
"

Kiartan told him, and at mention of Iceland a fierce

look blazed in the blue eyes, as if a sword had flashed

suddenly from its sheath, then he spoke again.
" You
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have shown wondrous skill, and swim in a fashion I have

never seen before. Where did you learn that art ?
"

"
I had it from the seals in Broad Firth," replied Kiartan,

laughing,
" and the best of teachers were they."

"
Ha," said the stranger,

" and as to diving, you must

have learned that from them, too, for never have I known
a man to stay so long beneath the water, and tell me,

are you as skilled in other exercises ?
"

In youthful pride, and for the glory of Iceland, Kiartan

answered vauntingly.
"

If people at home did not rate

my other idrottir* more than this, I would have little to

boast of."
"
But," said the stranger smiling,

" much depends on

whom your opponent may be, and of this victory you might
be more proud, if you were told my name

;
but as yet

you have not asked it.'

"
I have not asked, because it matters not to me a

whit," answered Kiartan, splashing the water with his

heels, as if indifferent, and again he was startled by the

sword-like flash in the keen eyes. The stranger looked

angry, then as quickly was calm again, and replied :

"
by

my troth you are an independent fellow, but though you
are too proud to ask, yet I will tell you this, that against

Olaf Tryggveson, King of Norway, you have this day
contended."

Kiartan was taken aback, yet he hid his amazement and

greeted King Olaf in a becoming manner, for well he knew

how to behave courteously yet without servility.
" Our ship," he said,

"
is but newly arrived, and your

face, Lord, was unknown to me
;
but the fame of your

deeds has gone abroad to all lands, and men in Iceland

will be eager to hear of this my meeting with you."

*
Idrottir, *'.*. martial and athletic feats.
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An attendant approached now bearing the King's

clothing, and with the rest was a richly embroidered

cloak. Olaf stepped over to Kiartan and flung it around

him, saying,
"
take this cloak, Icelander, as a gift from me

and likely we will meet again."

Kiartan thanked the King, who donned his garments
and walked off to the burg, then a skiff put out from the

Swan to take Kiartan aboard, and when he came to the

ship, all admired the splendid colour and rich broidery
of the cloak.

" A king's gift is there," said Halfrod,
" and I knew

well enough that it was Olaf Tryggveson you went against ;

but had I thought that you were likely to vanquish

him, I would have done all in my power to keep you back."
"
Why so ?

"
exclaimed Thorkel indignantly,

"
and

what mean you, Halfrod, by those words ? You need not

envy Kiartan if he has won the King's favour and this

costly gift, for now he may put in a good word for yourself

and the rest of us."

Halfrod shook his head sorrowfully.
"

I should have

counselled you, Kiartan, to let yourself be beaten, as the

Marshal does at the chess game. King Olaf thinks himself

matchless in all idrottir, and boasts his swimming most

of all, and very bitterly will he resent your victory over

him. Now we Icelanders will have more reason than ever

to fear him, and I doubt if he will let you live long to wear

that cloak."



Chapter VIII

Bells Ring to Church

EXT morning ere the sun had risen

high, they on the ships noted how a

stately man in bright apparel came

from the burg to the shore. With

loud voice and waving signal he hailed

them, and asked that the chief men
of them would come ashore, as he

bore them a message from the King.
When they had come there he told them that he was

Kolbiorn, the King's Marshal, and his errand was to

summon them to church before noon, when they would

hear the matter of the New Faith set forth.

This message being given, he asked :

" Which of you is

Kiartan, son of Olaf Peacock ?
"

Kiartan at once stepped forth, and Kolbiorn spoke to

him apart, no man wondering at this, for they thought :

"
he has had a gift from the King already, and will be

most favoured."

But Kolbiorn had a different tale to tell.
"

I have

Icelanders among my kindred, and would fain give you

timely warning of a danger that threatens. Since your

friendly talk with the King after the swimming, there has

come to him Oddur, the Scat-gatherer, who takes tribute

from the Isles, and greatly is Olaf incensed to hear that

you men of the Swan had the hardihood to meddle with his

lawful scat-taking in Faroes. Take heed, therefore, when

98
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you come to the church that you do nothing to heighten

his anger, whatever he may say."
"
Forewarned is forearmed," said Kiartan as he thanked

the Marshal, and with that Kolbiorn turned him about

and went back to the King's house. After that the men
of the ships made ready for that church going, and attired

themselves in the finest manner.

Ere noon-day a loud bell rang, and people of the burg

began to flock churchward. It was some great saint's

day that comes about summer's end.

The Icelanders marched up from the harbour in martial

array, and drew up in the courtyard that was before the

church, and there they thronged about the door, and

knew not what next to do
;

then came to them Einar

Tamberskelvir, one of the King's Guard, and spoke with

the leaders. Tall and comely and fair of hair was he, the

most soldierly of men, and Kiartan liked his looks well.

Afterwards these two were fated to be good friends, but

now Einar addressed them somewhat curtly, bidding them

to make way for the King and his following to pass

through.

At this command they fell aside, and now the chief

gate of the courtyard was opened, and the royal procession

came forth.

The King walked first of all in most splendid attire
;

he wore no helm, but a wrought band of gold encircled

his brow.

Over the broidered kirtle a scarlet cloak fell almost to

his heels, trimmed with the snowy ermine, rarest of all

furs. After the King walked many notable men, and

Einar pointed them out and told their names : there

went Thorkel Nefja, Olafs brother, with Thorkel Dydril
and Jostein, his uncles, also Hyrning and Thorgeir, his
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near kinsmen. Ulf the Red a fiery bearded man came

next, and he it was who in battle bore the King's
standard

; by him was Kolbiorn, the Marshal, whom they

already knew, and picked men of the Guard.
" Now come the women folk," said Einar.

"
Olaf's

queen is lately dead, and none other chosen yet. She

who walks there with the child by the hand is Princess

Ingeborg, his sister, a gentle and high-minded lady, and

gfrise
as she is fair."

The Icelanders looked with admiration at the

Princess, the first great lady they had seen in that Norse

land.

She walked slowly and very gracefully, and for that

solemn saint's day had clad herself all in spotless white,

over which her long dark curling hair fell far below her

girdle, more beauteous than any veil. A golden circlet

was around it, with one jewel, clear and green as the sea's

depths, glittering upon her brow. The girdle that clasped

her slender form was set with milky pearls, and weighted
with swinging balls of amber.

In one hand she carried a carven ivory cross, and by the

other led a handsome boy, about eight years of age, whose

eyes looked on her lovingly.
"
There," said Einar,

"
goes Hundi, Earl Sigurd's son,

who is a hostage and surety for Orkney's tribute and good
observance of the Christian Faith."

Kiartan looked very pitifully upon that little captive,

remembering Earl Sigurd's grief at his loss
;

and it so

happened that at that moment Ingeborg glanced his way,
and so for the first time their eyes met.

Now Ingeborg thought in her heart that she had never

looked upon a comelier man than this stranger. Amid
all that throng Kiartan was taller by a half span than any
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other, and of a build that, even among such stalwart

warriors, rendered him conspicuous.

Over his green kirtle he wore the splendid cloak, King
Olaf s gift, and by that she knew him for the Icelander of

whom all men talked, as having excelled the King in

swimming. A silver girdle was about him, from which

hung Nadr, in its richly ornamented scabbard. A scarlet

cap lined with some soft dark fur was on his head, and

beneath it curled thick golden hair.

A faint, rosy flush swept over Ingeborg's clear

countenance. A moment she gazed into those eyes, blue

and masterful, then dropping her dark lashes, passed on

and in by the church door, and to her place near the

altar.

Bolli had not failed to note with what admiration his

foster-brother's gaze had dwelt upon the Princess, and

how she had blushed beneath it.
" And now," he thought,

"
it may be Kiartan will forget Gudruna, and that is what

I hope for most."

Einar now bade the Icelanders follow, and led them to

the front, where were seats and settles for some, but most

had to stand, and wondering were the looks they cast

about them, for there was little here to remind them of

the temples they were wont to worship in at home. A
man, richly robed, with a high, horned head-dress muttered

over white books, and bowed often before a high carven

altar, above which was the image of a cross.

Kiartan heeded him little, for all his looks were centred

on the kneeling figure of the Princess Ingeborg, who with

head meekly bowed in prayer and white hands crossed,

listened devoutly.
At her side was the child, Hundi, who looked round

upon the strangers with wistful eyes.
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Presently from a place nigh the altar there rose a sweet-

toned chant, and to this the Icelanders listened gladly.

Chief among the singers was a hooded priest, grey-bearded
and weather-beaten. His name they afterwards heard

was Colman. A monk from Ireland he was, who had

travelled far over the world in his day.

When, after the singing, the bishop had taken off certain

robes, and seated himself in a chair facing the King, this

Colman came forward to speak a sermon.

Very earnestly he looked upon the Icelanders, and it

was plain that for their benefit he was set to make clear

the New Faith, and as he commenced, Ingeborg turned

her face and watched to see how they took it.

Colman spoke of the Aser, Odin and Thor, and how they
were very mighty kings who had lived long since, but had

died like any man else, and deserved not the name of

gods ;
that these Aser heroes, and all kings and people

upon earth, and all things seen and unseen, in sea and

land and heaven above, were made by the all-wise, invisible

God, who ruled and guided all
;

the stars to move, the

seasons to come and go, the tide to flow and fail
;
and to

Him was all worship due. He spoke next of how the

Invisible One made known His love to men, by coming in

humble form to live and die among them, not as a mighty

King, but as a simple teacher. This was hard to under-

stand, and yet the Icelanders whispered that the priest

told the saga well and they would gladly hear more.

Then he pointed to the Cross, and told of the death there

and the rising from the tomb. This they listened to

eagerly, having often discussed whether ever any dead

men came forth from grave mounds and cairns, or whether

it was only the craft of the soothsayers and sagamen which

feigned such happenings.
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All were intent upon the sermon, and the eyes of Inge-

borg were glad as she looked at their attentive faces,

when suddenly a strange thing happened. The voice of

King Olaf rang out loudly and impatiently.
"
Hold,

Sir Priest, enough ! By the Splendours of Heaven which

I hope to enjoy, this learned sermon is wasted on these

heathen islanders. Sit you down and I will speak to them
in plainer fashion."

In vain the priest raised a dissenting hand, with little

ceremony Olaf thrust him aside and took his place before

the altar.
"
Hear me," he said,

"
ye outlanders and unchristened

men. Here stand I, Olaf Tryggveson, King of this Norse

land from Finmark to Agdir on the Baltic Sea, over-lord

of Orca Isles and Faroes, and Iceland, too, though it owns

not yet my sway. I have this to tell you, that I have

harried everywhere over the known world in England
where rules King Ethelred, in Bretland where dwell the

Cymri in Dublin and in all parts of Ireland, in Scotland,

Sudrey Isles and Man in Valland, Garthland, Wendland
and those parts. Everywhere this New Faith is believed,

and in famed Romaburg and Miklagard it has prevailed

this many a hundred year. I have accepted it, too, and

so shall all men under me, if I can bring it to pass.

Throughout my realm I have thrown down the altars and

images of Odin and Thor, and have shattered them to

pieces ;
while in dreadful ways I have slain many who

withstood my will. Now has Thangbrand, my messenger,

gone out to your cold land to preach the Faith
;
but here

I will deal with you Icelanders myself, and this I command,
that ye shall all come to christening and that without

delay. One other choice I give," and here his eyes glowed,
and his hand gripped his sword hilt,

"
refuse, and ye shall
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be cast into bonds, and exceeding hardships shall ye
suffer."

The Icelanders faced him grimly, for they were not wont

to listen tamely to such threats from Kings or any other

men, and they whispered angrily one to the other.
"
Now," concluded King Olaf,

"
talk this over among

yourselves, and on the third night from now let the chief

men among you come before me in the Hall and give me

your decision."

Then he rose up and went forth, followed by his chiefs,

but Ingeborg lingered to speak a word apart with Colman,

and as she passed out hastily afterwards, Kiartan saw her

cheeks were wet with tears.

After that the Icelanders went down and gathered on

a certain ness, nigh to the harbour, to discuss the King's
demand.

Now Oddur had sat full piously in the church, noting
all that went on, and had overheard the angry mutterings

among the Icelanders.
"
They will have some hard things

to say of King Olaf now," he thought,
" and it would be

well that someone should be there to tell of their goings

on." So he took counsel to send a spy among them as

it was easy to do in such a throng.

Out spoke Halfrod the Skald.
" Now it has come about

as I foretold, and my rede is this, that we yield to the

King and endure this christening, yet need we not abjure

the ancient faith when once we are clear of Nidaros, with

our cargoes aboard and other lands before us."
"
That were nithing work," said Kiartan.

"
I think we

are men enough and strong enough to resist this tyranny.

The counsel I give is this, that we burn Olaf in his high

Hall, seize Earl Sigurd's son, and get us back to Orkney's
Isles."
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At these bold words most there applauded, and it was

hard after that to get a hearing for anything.

At length amid the clamour the voice of Brand the

Bounteous made itself heard.
" We Icelanders," he said,

"
though we be ready enough with our swords, are guided

in such matters by the words of our lawmen, and the

pronouncements of our Althing, and Olaf himself told us

that this New Faith will be put before the wise men of our

land by the mouth of Thangbrand his messenger. Let

our answer be this, that we shall abide by the ruling of

our Althing in the matter
;

that cannot be known till

word comes from Thangbrand ; place it so before the

King, and he durst threaten us no further."

All thought this counsel good, and thus it was decided.

After that the Icelanders went to their ships.

The spy went from among them, and up to the burg
where his master sat drinking. Oddur chuckled gleefully

as he listened to the fellow's tale,
"
they would burn King

Olaf in his Hall," he thundered leaping to his feet.
" That

is news, indeed, for me to carry, and now I see my way
to even matters for that game they played with me in

Faroes
"

;
then off he went with a spiteful grin, and

straight into the King's presence.

In the days that followed Kiartan went much apart
from his fellows, even from Bolli, his foster-brother, and

walked much in the burg alone, always hoping that he

might catch a glimpse of the Princess Ingeborg whose

sweet face haunted his memory. One evening he lingered
a while at the door of the church, gazing at the altar,

before which he had seen her kneel to pray. As he stood

there deep in thought, a hand was laid on his shoulder.
"
Kiartan, son of Olaf Peacock, if I mistake not," said

a friendly voice. Turning, he saw that Colman, the Irish
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priest, stood there, clad in a long grey gown, with an

ample cowl about his head.

The hair was shaven from his forehead in the Irish

manner of tonsure, otherwise the face might well have been

that of a warrior. Kiartan took his greeting courteously.
" Your name is known to me, Priest," said he,

"
for we

Icelanders took well to that discourse of yours ;
but who

has told you of my lineage ?
"

Colman smiled as he answered :

" The name of Kiartan

the Icelander is on all men's lips since his swimming
contest with the King, and if my preaching could create

a like stir I would be well content
;
but now I must give

my message. It is from a little kinsman of your own,
who longs to see you, and pines for news of his home."

"
Hundi, Earl Sigurd's son ! Is he in your care ?

"

"
Nay, the Princess Ingeborg nurtures him like any

mother, but he comes often to my cell, and there to-day

you will find him."

Bidding Kiartan follow, he led him along by the quietest

way, through a side doorway of the church, and across

an enclosed courtyard behind it. On they fared through
a gateway in the wall, out into a pine wood, where a brook

tinkled clearly and the shadows of swaying branches

made a network across their path.

At length they came to a little house prettily woven and

fashioned that stood by the water's edge.

Colman opened the door, and there on a low seat sat

the Princess Ingeborg, her arm clasped lovingly about a

dark-eyed, eager boy, who leaned confidingly against her

knee.

She greeted Kiartan graciously, as he bowed before her.
"
Here," she said,

"
is one who longs for news of his

kindred, and we are told that you can give it."
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"
That is so, for I have come straight from Earl Sigurd's

Hall in Hrossey, and he has sent many loving messages
to his son Hundi."

At these words the boy sprang forward and seized

Kiartan by the kirtle, as with pleading gaze fixed upon his

face he asked :

" When will he send a ship to take me home

again ? Too long have I been in Nidaros."

Kiartan's heart was touched, and he stroked the lad's

dark curls as he answered gently,
"
Earl Sigurd misses his

little son sorely, but hopes that he will learn to be a great
warrior here in Norway."

" Hundi has all the makings of that," said Ingeborg,

smiling,
" and he has two good friends, namely, Vigi and

myself, who will miss him most when he sails away to

Orkney Isles."
" When I fare home," said Hundi,

"
I do not mean to

leave the Princess behind."

Here Ingeborg could not help but laugh merrily,
and Kiartan said : "I fear me, Hundi, you will have

to make a hard fight, before you run away with this

Princess."

Now at her request he seated himself, and soon had

enough to do, to answer all Hundi's questions as to the

doings in Hrossey. Then he went on to tell of Iceland

with its snowy fells and steaming fountains, and of the

games the boys played there, and how he himself had

learned to swim and dive, among the seals in the waters

of Broadfirth.

Ingeborg sat silent and absorbed, listening to all their

chat, and very pleasant to her was the voice of the tall

young Icelander, and the bright light that beamed in his

blue eyes ; but more than his handsome looks, she admired

his gentleness, which had so won the heart of that lonely
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little boy, for whose cheering he went on to sing many a

merry stave.

Colman brought a feast of nuts and milk and honey for

the child, who would have it that Kiartan and Ingeborg
should share it with him. So they sat around that simple
meal in friendliest wise, while Kiartan thought that here

was the best and loveliest of all women in the world.

He was sorry when at last she rose to go, but Hundi as

he said farewell, made him promise to come again and tell

more stories. For a moment ere she went, Ingeborg

lingered on the threshold of that woodland cell.

Her face was somewhat grave, as she thus addressed

Colman :

" warn him, since it was not fitting for me to

speak harsh words of the King, my brother, to one who is

almost a stranger. Warn him wisely." With that she

passed away through the trees towards the King's Hall,

whilst Colman, seating himself by Kiartan, now spoke in

serious tone.
" The Princess wishes me to speak to you of King Olaf

and the danger of his moods. You have seen somewhat

of this yourself, and it may be you have heard more of

his hard dealings with those whom he strove to compel
to take the Faith. More than anything I long to baptise

you and your brave Icelanders, but as a Christian man and

a priest, I cannot urge you to act as hypocrites or cowards.

If time were given I would very willingly instruct you, but

this impatient King demands an instant answer
;

more-

over, if Thangbrand meets with ill success in Iceland it

will go hardly with your countrymen here."
"
In Iceland," said Kiartan,

"
are many who would

listen readily. In very ancient days Unn, the ancestress

of Hoskuld, my father's father, held the Christian Faith,

and set up a carved cross nigh Thor's Temple on the Ness.



Then the memory of this died out and none knew what

that cross signified. Melkorka, my father Olaf s mother,
was a king's daughter from Ireland, and told him much
of this faith, which has been held in that land for many
hundred years, and when he sailed there, and came to the

house of King Muirkiartan at Aileach, he saw and talked

with many priests, and went in and out of churches, yet
he went his father Hoskuld's way after all, and yielded

worship to the Aser Gods, but heeds sacrificing little."

Colman exclaimed joyously :

"
There in truth are men's

hearts prepared for the good seed, and I am right proud
to greet one descended from Aileach's royal line. St.

Patrick himself blessed a kingly ancestor of yours in that

palace, and I trust that the blessing will descend to you,
and that Ireland's saints will guard you through all dangers
that are to come. I would that I had voyaged to Iceland

instead of this Thangbrand, who is neither priest nor

rightly Christian, except in Olaf's way of making, and I

fear no good can come of his mission there."

Then he led Kiartan off through the wood, as the light

of the setting sun gleamed low and red behind straight

fir stems, and bade him mark well the way through the

church and courtyard, so that if need were he could come

again.

No advice could he give at parting save this :

" When

you come to the King's Hall be prudent yet bold, for Olaf

must surely likes best a brave man."

This had been the best of counsel, but that Oddur had

already spoken ill in the King's ear.



Chapter IX

An Answer to King Olaf

OW had the night come when the

Icelanders must give their answer, and

the chief men of the four ships made

ready to go up into the King's Hall at

evening. They had not been bidden

to sup, and the meal was over when

they walked in through the great door,

and up between the long benches to

where King Olaf sat upon the dais. Noteworthy men
were about him, on the right hand and the left, but nearest

to him of all sat Oddur the Scat-gatherer, and ever would

be whispering in his ear. Kiartan's quick eyes soon

observed that within a curtained recess, the Princess

Ingeborg sat apart with her ladies, where she could see

and hear all.

Attendants went about replenishing the horns of ale and

mead as often as they were emptied, and it was easy to

see by Olaf's flushed face that he had been drinking

heavily.
"
Well, Icelanders," he said, using no customary words

of welcome.
" You heard my sermon in the church, and

trust you have pondered it well. Answer me straightly,

what decision have you come to, and will you yield to be

baptised ?
"

Then Brand the Bounteous stepped up before the dais,

and looking the King full in the face, spoke out most

no
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manfully.
" We have talked this matter out, Lord, and

this we have to say, that if we give in to be baptised as

you demand, and if meantime Thangbrand's preaching
fails to move our Althing to receive this Faith, little better

would we be than outlaws then in our own land : so must

we wait the ruling of the sages and lawmen, who will weigh
the matter in that assembly."

All deemed that this was well answered.

Olaf considered a moment, and could not fail to see that

Brand had reason on his side.
"
Well and good," said he,

" and be it so. Better is it to take herrings in a net than

on the hook, as goes the old saw
;
and if we wait as you

advise, I look to catch all Iceland at one draught."
"
Other fish are there in Iceland besides herrings,"

growled Thorkel Hak,
" and whales I know of there that

may break that net."

At this saying some around him laughed.
"
Silence," roared King Olaf.

"
Are these your country's

manners ? Brand has spoken well and wisely, but others

there are among you, heathen men, stiff-necked and

obstinate, and with one of these I have a small matter to

settle, and now you will know that a king has many
ears." Again his voice rose and re-echoed angrily from

wall and rafter.
"
Let him stand forth now if he dare,

who threatened to burn me in my Hall, and steal away
my hostage, Hundi."

Kiartan without a moment's hesitation strode forward

from the midst of his companions, and with folded arms
and level brows, he gave the King back look for look.
"
Here stands the man who spoke those words."

A murmur of indignation rose from the assembled

warriors, and Olaf's looks grew grimmer still, as he recog-

nised the champion who had bested him at swimming. , *
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"
It comes to my mind," said he,

"
that we two have

met before, and now, Kiartan, you stand there and try

to browbeat me, as did Egil your grandsire to Eric Bloodaxe

in his day. Never before has man uttered such words as

those to me, and lived to tell of it."

Un-awed by the King's frenzied looks and furious words,

Kiartan stood pondering how best to answer, when of a

sudden his eye fell upon the tassel of his shoe thong, which

had come undone, and smiling scornfully, he dropped

upon one knee and busied himself in tying it.

" Now he mocks you," said Oddur in the King's ear,
" and such insolence as this should not be borne."

" Nor shall it," responded Olaf, and he signed to certain

of his body-guard, who advanced threateningly towards

Kiartan.
"
Come," said Bolli,

" we must stand by him."
" He acted madly," grumbled Thorkel,

"
yet never will

I forsake a comrade, and a man may die but once
"

;

then thrusting through that throng, they took their stand

by Kiartan's side.
"
Ho," jeered Oddur,

"
pull one pig by the tail and the

rest will squeak."
"
True, worm," thundered Thorkel,

" and mayhap to

some purpose too." As he spoke he drew his Courland

sword, which glittered redly in the torchlight, and Bolli

likewise bared his blade.
" Back all of you," yelled Thorkel, as the guard came

on
;

"
this sword of mine is somewhat dulled, yet lay a

hand on Kiartan, and soon will it be whetted on your
hides."

" Who is the big man who speaks so boldly ?
"

asked

Olaf, and Oddur told him.
" Take them all then," cried

the King.
"
Encompass them with shields and bear them
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down." Soon were all three encircled, but calm and un-

moved, Kiartan stood there in the midst with head erect

and sword unsheathed, with a proud contemptuous look

upon his face.

Slowly that wall of shining shields drew in about them,
and Thorkel regarded it with anxious eyes.

" The game
is up," said he,

"
for soon we'll have no room to swing our

weapons." Then he raised a challenging shout :

"
which

one among you all will dare step out and match himself

with me ?
"

A dozen warriors answered him, but at that instant a

commanding voice cried :

" Make way. No challenges go
here

"
;
and bursting through the shield-burg, with a leap

as of an angry lion, King Olaf hurled himself on Thorkel,

and clipped him in a pair of arms as mighty as his own.

Back and forth they swayed, this way and that, till with

a deft sleight that none could follow, the King had changed
his hold, then soon was Thorkel down, and he on top.

"
There, Icelander," he cried, springing to his feet,

"
this

time I think those shoulder blades of yours have squarely
kissed the dust."

"
'Twas but a trick," said Thorkel,

shamefacedly, as he rose from the ground ;

" and such a

grip as that I deem unfair. Wilt try another bout ?
"

" Not so, big man," said Olaf curtly,
"
one bout with

thee suffices. Now, Kolbiorn," he ordered,
"

let clear the

Hall of Icelanders, and see to it that they come not from

their ships again till leave is given. Take Kiartan hence

and guard him well, and later I will settle what his fate

shall be. Wait, fellow," he cried, as Bolli made to

follow his companions.
" Who are you, who dare to draw

sword within our Hall ?
"

"
'Tis Bolli, Kiartan's foster-brother," answered Oddur

for him.

8
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"
Best then to keep this hot-head out of mischief,"

added Olaf,
"
so here he must remain, but have an eye to

him."

Without another word the King strode back to the dais,

and soon was deep in talk with Oddur.

Heavy at heart, and wondering much how Kiartan

fared, Bolli lingered amid the revellers who filled the

lower end of the Hall. Around him men drank and diced,

or listened to stories recited by a skald. Some would

have chatted with the stranger, but he heeded them not.

His gaze was still fastened on the spot where the King sat

with Oddur by his side, emptying horn after horn of ale,

as fast as they could be brought. The Scat-gatherer

spoke most, seeming to urge some plan, to which the King
at last assented. Then Oddur left the dais, and calling

certain of his men to him, went out in haste with an evil

smile upon his face. After that the King rose, reeling

somewhat in his gait and went to his shut bed
;
then as

the torches burned low everywhere, men betook themselves

to rest. Wrapping himself in his cloak, Bolli laid himself

on the rushes which strewed the floor.
" Here I will

bide," he determined,
"

till I have certain news of Kiartan's

fate." The fires smouldered into red embers, gloom

deepened in the Hall then through the shadows a hooded

form stole towards him, and a hushed voice bade him rise

and follow.

Obedient to that summons he rose and went forth with

his unknown guide, out into the court-yard across it,

and on through the great door of the church which stood

ajar. Once within the shelter of the building his guide

turned, and throwing back his cowl revealed himself as

Colman, the Irish priest.

He spoke gravely :

"
if you would save your foster-
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brother from a fearful fate, no time is to be lost. Enraged

by his bold avowal, and urged thereto by Oddur, King
Olaf has sent him to the Doom-ring ;

and there he

has been bound upon the stone of sacrifice. To slay

at night as you know is not lawful, but at the first

ray of dawn, he will be put to death in the cruel heathen

fashion."
" Not so will it be," cried Bolli fiercely.

"
By Thor and

all the Aser, I will rally our Icelanders to his aid, and

pluck him from the hands of this juggling King."
"Hush!" whispered Colman, "hush, lest any hear.

We have a better plan, for yours would cause much blood-

shed. Besides, the shore is so well guarded, you could not

reach your comrades on the ships. We will not make a

battle of it, but if you do not fear to face the odds of two,

I think that Kiartan may yet be rescued. There by the

Doom-stone, we learn that two fierce baresarks keep watch.

Halkel and Liot they are named, the very worst of men to

deal with."
"
Gladly will I face such odds," replied Bolli,

" and let

us set out at once."
" Come then, one waits to guide you to the place."

Colman led along by the pillars of the aisle, and on through
the door of a robing room behind the altar. As they

entered, Bolli saw how at a table a woman's form was

bowed, her face hidden in her hands as if she wept, her

dark hair streaming over her.

She raised questioning eyes, dimmed by tears, and at

once he recognised the Princess Ingeborg.
"
Bolli," she said,

"
I have heard of your valour and

your vow of brotherhood, and now is the time to prove

your worth, by going to your kinsman's aid. This good

priest would fain guide you, but that I will not permit.
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I myself will go, for as the King's sister no punishment
will come to me should discovery be made.

"
I will speak of the Doom-ring now, since words may

not be spoken when we win there. Not far from the burg
but hidden in the forest is a clearing, where are two circles

of standing stones. One is but small, and a stone altar

is in it. Tall pillar stones mark a path, that leads to the

other ring, the Man-mote it is named. To one side is

heaped a mound of great size, known as the howe of Sote

the Viking. Within the Doom-ring your kinsman has

been bound on the sacrificial stone, and two are left to

guard him."
"

I have already told him of these men," said Colman,
and Ingeborg went on : "It is my plan, that by some

means you draw these baresarks from the Doom-ring,
and for a while hold them in play, till I have time to free

Kiartan from his bonds. We will bear with us his own good

sword, which I got possession of by craft, and here we
have two shields. No more is needed, so now let us set

out, for the night wears on."

Now Ingeborg drew a dark cloak around her, and laid

her hand upon the latch of the postern door, but paused
even on the threshold. "*Bless us, father, ere we go,"

she said,
"

for great dread and danger lie before us."

Then, as Colman spoke the words meekly she bowed her

gracious head.



Chapter X

The Doom-Ring

WANING moon shone forth on the

edge of low clouds, as they stepped

into the air. It's pallid beams showed

a track, leading from behind the

church, out to the fringe of the pine

wood. Here was in fact the same

path by which Kiartan had gone to the

cell of Colman
;
but soon the Princess

turned aside, following a side track, which led right into

the gloom where the stems of the trees stood thickest,

and their broad spreading branches formed a roof overhead,

through which moon and star beams could rarely pierce.

She knew the way well, needing no light to guide, and Bolli

stepped cautiously after her.

At times the path wound down through mossy hollows,

then ascended, and their feet fell noiselessly on the soft

scattered pine needles. They spoke no word, and the

only sound heard was that of the high branches murmuring
in the air, with a whisper and stir like the wash of the

sea. Soon they heard the clear tinkling rush of the brook,

and came to its bank, then followed by its course, on and

out to the edge of the wood.

Here a dark mass, as if of a low hillock, shut out the

view before them. The Princess paused and whispered :

"
Here we are by Sote's Mound. Go around it and face

towards the smaller ring of stones
;
then do what you can

117
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to awaken the wonder and fear of those wretches who are

on guard, so that they may perhaps leave the Doom-
stone free for me to reach."

As she spoke, he could see by the pale light that her

beautiful face wore a look of high courage, and was

strangely calm. He handed her the sword, then seeing

her stand there a maiden armed, so fair and fearless,

he bethought him of the old Saga, of Hervor the famed

woman warrior, who took Tyrfing, the sword of mighty

Angantyr, her father, from his grave mound in Samsey,

daring to hold converse with the spirits of the dead.

Ingeborg went forth dauntlessly alone, stealing along,

shadowed by the trees, behind the avenue of great stones.

So she passed from his sight into the gloom, and as she went

Bolli thought :

"
surely this Princess dares much for the

Christian faith, but I think love for Kiartan must inspire

her also. Right joyous will I be, if now we rescue him
from doom

;
but if he should fall, and I his foster-brother

survive, I will take vengeance upon King Olaf and that

malicious scoundrel, Oddur."

Then he stepped forward warily, along by the high

grave mound, till he could see the larger circle of stones

to the north, set about the man-mote. One glance and

no more he took hither. His eyes swept along the avenue

to the smaller circle, for within that he knew was the

altar, on which Kiartan lay bound and helpless. Soon he

heard the murmur of gruff voices, and knew thereby that

the baresarks were wide awake and watching.

It was an awesome place, and he felt sure that here

even men so fierce as these might readily be terrified. So

he meditated and planned, waiting till the Princess had

time to make her way up to near the altar. Then he

clutched his sword, Footbiter, and facing towards the
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Doom-ring uttered a strange moaning sound, that wailed up
from that place of sepulchre, then died away in the night,

Kiartan lay very cold and still upon the Stone of Doom,
bound by the wrists and ankles to two stout rings. He
had been dragged there through the forest by Oddur and

a band of his underlings, and the Scat-gatherer had with

his own hands tested the bonds, then wickedly laughed,

saying : "it will come to your mind now what I told

you in Faroes, that the vengeance of King Olaf would

swiftly fall upon you for your doings there. One thing I

regret, that Thorkel Hak is not beside you there, and that

an eagle will not be carved on his back as well as yours at

day dawn."

Of the men with Oddur two were worse than the rest,

and these were left to guard, and appointed to carry out

the terrible sentence.

Halkel Hel-blade and Liot the Furious, as these were

named, sat now by the Doom-ring with their weapons

ready to hand. Yet they knew that the night would be

wearisome, and had brought wherewith to cheer their

hearts. From time to time they refreshed themselves

with deep draughts of ale from a beaker, and talked

together, while Kiartan lay and listened to their chat.

Said Halkel :

"
Oddur has promised a bag of silver for

this deed, and it would be a pity to divide it. Let us

throw dice for which of us will take it all."

Halkel was huge, ugly and troll-like. A shaggy mane of

black hair hung around his shoulders, and a grizzled beard

almost hid his face. Little better was his fellow in ap-

pearance.
"
Agreed," said the latter, and so the silver

was tossed for. Halkel won, and Liot was glum thereat.
" Now I have this night's work to do and no reward
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Ill were my dreams last night," went on Liot.
"

I seemed

to be in a great valley, in some strange barren country,

and through it paths ran in all directions. One of these I

took and went some way along it
;

but suddenly there

appeared in the midst a headless one, who barred the

track, and from him I seemed to flee in terror. Other of

the paths I tried, but in all stood this same headless ghost

and him I could by no means pass. At length, but one

path was left for me to go by, and when I came to the middle

of this, lo, there on the ground lay my own head glaring

up at me. The mouth opened and awful were the words

it uttered, and little do I like to think of them. Surely
I am death-fated, and this headless one must be the

Fetch that follows me."

Halkel snorted.
"

I slept once in a pig-stye and had a

dream much worse. My rede is that you, Liot, have

murdered so many men that now you see heads and bodies

everywhere ;
but quit now such foreboding ; though you

have lost the silver you may yet win gold. Here is an

arm ring I took from our captive. Let us now cast dice

for it, and maybe you will have better luck." They threw

again. This time Liot won and was better content.

Kiartan lay and listened to their talk, and bitter were

his thoughts of the death that awaited him. Before him

rose memories of Herdarholt, of his father Olaf and loving

mother, Thorgerda, the friends of his youth at ancestral

Borg, and Refna's gentle, childlike face. Then he remem-

bered Gudruna's parting words and passionate kisses
;

yet hereat he wondered what man of Iceland she would

choose to wed
;

but most he thought of Ingeborg the

Princess, and wondered if she knew aught of his evil plight.

Suddenly a weird moaning sound rose on the night wind.
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His heart leaped with some nameless hope, blood surged

to his head at the thought that perhaps some help was

near, yet he could do nothing but lie there and listen.

The baresarks had heard it, too, and Kiartan knew by
their voices, that it wakened dread. Again the moaning
rose and died away.

"
Hearken," said Liot,

"
a voice

comes from Sote's Mound."

"Nay," answered Halkel,
" some night bird hoots there."

"
That is no bird's voice, I wager. The old mound

dweller wakes and hails us. This doubtless portends
death to one or both and falls in with my dream."

Halkel scorned him and rose clutching sword and spear.

"It is a bird I tell thee
; yet I will go and make sure.

Stay, coward, and keep guard."
But Liot crept after him, being too scared to remain

alone.
" No bird's voice, but one from the grave," he

murmured, and they stole along by the stones of the

avenue. They had gone but a little way when again they

paused, and even Halkel shuddered, for a strange, hollow

voice now began to chant.

Kiartan almost laughed for joy. Right well he knew
the tune of it, one that Ulf Uggison the Skald had taught
to Bolli and himself, and here he thought must be Bolli

come to attempt his rescue. He could not make out the

words, but the baresarks, who had by now gone near the

mound, heard plainly and trembled. Bolli sang :

" Dead man in mound,
With clay for clothing

And darkness round

Waits deed of loathing ;

Sunrise shall see

Some who are living,

In blood bath shall be

From sword blows giving."
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"
Listen to that," said Liot, and his teeth chattered.

"
This brings to mind the words of my dream."
"

I will go closer," said Halkel, but Liot took him by
the girdle and pulled him down, whispering :

"
listen, the

portent speaks again."

The chant proceeded :

" Dead man in mound

Though clay-encumbered
Cleaveth the ground
Where long he slumbered

;

Blood from his blade

Shall weep like water

And low shall lie

The Sons of Slaughter."

The song ended and they saw a shape run up nimbly on

the mound and stand there, in the pale gleam of the

moon. Belli now sang a stirring war song, and waved

his sword defiantly :

"
Sote the Sea-King singeth
War song to make men wonder,
Sword song to make hearts shake,

Spear song for sons of plunder ;

Wave walls his long-ship leaped,

Earth walls can not enfold him,

Up from the grave arising

Baresarks, ye now behold him."

Halkel leaped erect, yelling at his comrade.
"
Coward,

take your sword and come on. That is no hoibo, but one

of the Icelanders likely, come to attempt a rescue, and he

shall not go hence without a mark on him." With a

challenging shout he rushed forward and hurled a spear

at Bolli, who deftly caught it on his shield.



I will go and make sure
; stay, coward, and keep guard.
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Liot, man enough now when flesh and blood confronted

him, drew his blade and went by the back of the mound,
to come at Bolli from behind, and so that fight began.

Meantime Princess Ingeborg had reached the further

side of the Doom-ring, and stood sheltered by a high stone.

She had a knife at her girdle, beneath her cloak ready for

use, and there she waited for some sign from Bolli. When
she heard his chant, and saw how the baresarks went

towards him, and how he leaped up on the mound and

taunted them, she rejoiced and thought,
"
his wit has not

been overpraised."

Then she heard the baresarks howl and rush forward,

and knew they would not turn her way, so ran quickly to

the sacrificial stone.
"
Kiartan," she whispered,

" now you shall go free
"

;

and she laid her hands upon his, feeling for the knots,

then cut them, also those which bound feet and neck.

He slipped from the stone
;

his limbs were stiff his ankles

and wrists swollen half dazed, with rapture and surprise

he gazed on the fair face of Ingeborg.
"

I have no time to tell you aught," she said,
"
but that

you must go forward at once to Bolli's aid, and here are

sword and shield."

Now he might not stay, for the clash of weapons met

his ear. Bolli stood on the height, a broken spear quivered
in his shield, and up the mound rushed Halkel Hel-blade.

On the other side Liot crept warily. Kiartan ran forward

with a shout, and Halkel heard and turned to meet him.

Without pause on came the baresark.
" What troll has

cut thee loose ?
"

he roared, and fiercely hewed at him.

Kiartan smiled, but answered not, and stepping back a

pace, caught the blow upon his shield. It was a heavy

stroke, for the blade clove deep through the bronze rim
;
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then he thought of a trick old Hrut had taught him,

and before Halkel could withdraw the blade, a wrench,

strong and sudden, broke the point short off. Kiartan

laughed.
"
There, wasp, I have clipped thy sting."

"
Enough of that sting is left," retorted Halkel, as back

he leaped out of reach
;

and now snarling wolf-like he

gnawed upon his shield and circled round looking for a

chance.
"
His shape-strong fit comes on," thought Kiartan,

" and soon will he be worse to deal with. An end must

quickly be made."

In rushed the baresark, down shore his sword, and

death was in the blow for any man on whom it fell
;
but

Kiartan leaped aside, and the sword glanced from the

swiftly turning shield, while the baresark went stumbling
forward

;
then dropping the shield, and quick as light,

Kiartan caught Nadr in both hands, and stepping back a

pace struck hard and true for Halkel's shoulder. The

blow came home and none other was needed.
"
That

touched thee, I think, baresark ?
"

Halkel laughed

loudly, but his fierce eyes grew dim.
" True enough,

Icelander, thy sword scratched somewhat." He pitched

forward heavily and uttered no word more, for death

overtook him.

Meantime Bolli had leaped at Liot and hurled him

from the mound, then following pressed so hard and

dauntlessly, that he gave back before him out into the

plain. Kiartan followed watching Bolli's onset
;

then a

graceful figure glided to his side, he felt a slim hand clasp

his own.
" How fares the fight ?

"
asked Ingeborg.

"Little chance has this one with my foster-brother,

Princess, and now I think an evil dream he spoke of will

come true."
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" What must be is sure to happen," quoth Liot who
overheard those words

;

"
Yet I tell ye, Icelanders, that

ill luck will follow you, else the gory head lied."
"
Spare your breath, baresark, while you have it," said

Bolli
;

"
you deal great blows and shield yourself well,

but here is one for you to stop." Footbiter flashed.

"Hold," cried Kiartan, "the Princess pleads for him."

Too late came that warning. Down fell the sword, and

Liot's head flew off and spun along the ground.

Ingeborg covered her face with her hands and moved

away shuddering. Her high courage had sustained her

through that night of terror, but now that the danger
was past, her womanly weakness re- asserted itself, and she

shrank from the sight of the dead baresarks, leaning against

a tall pillar stone for. support. Kiartan bent over her

anxiously.
"
Princess," he said in a tender tone,

"
I owe

my life to you, and now that life is yours to do with as

you will, but what may that avail, since henceforth I will

be an outlawed man in Norway and now we must part."

At these words, uttered in a mournful tone, Ingeborg
raised her head and smiled wanly she reached out her

hand to him he felt it tremble in his clasp.
"
Nay, then," said she,

"
things are not yet so black

as that, for though the King is furious in temper, his

wrath as quickly abates, and when he wakes this

morning he will surely repent of last night's doings. It

was Oddur who planned this treacherous work
;

I will

see to it that his shrift is but a short one, and he, I think,

will be the outlawed man, not you ;
best for you, however,

to remain in hiding with Bolli till I have certain news of

how things go. Good Father Colman will keep you in

sanctuary, so let us hasten on through the wood to his

cell."
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"
In all things I will follow your guidance, Princess,"

he answered,
"
and most fortunate am I to have so wise

and fair a counsellor." As he spoke, he raised her hand

to his lips and kissed it reverently.

Ingeborg blushed and seemed strangely moved, then

drew her veil closer, for her eyes betrayed a tenderness

that she was fain to hide.

Now Bolli drew near, bringing with him the gold armlet,

for which the baresarks had cast dice, also Kiartan's cloak

and the thongs with which he had been bound. Then

they went forward through the wood together, and ere

they reached the brook by Colman's cell, the first streak

of day had reddened in the east behind the pine stems.

The priest had watched and prayed through the long

hours. Now he rejoiced greatly, and brought them within,

where a simple meal was spread ;
then while they ate, he

questioned them eagerly.

Soon the Princess bade them farewell and hastened

to the Hall, then as early as could be, she went to the door

of the King's shut room and knocked boldly.
" What now ?

"
cried Olaf, as flinging a cloak about

him he sprang from his couch.
"
Why astir thus early,

Ingeborg, and are you bearer of ill tidings that you look

so pale ?
"

" Would you deem the tidings ill, my King and brother,

if I had this to tell of, that out in Iceland the Althing
had heard your message and refused to take the Faith,

and that Thangbrand, your priest, had been cruelly put
to death ?

"

Olaf's face darkened and he swore a great oath, never

doubting but that all was as she said. Often had Ingeborg
come into his presence thus, with tidings that others

feared to bring.



THE DOOM-RING 127

" Where heard you this news ?
"

he asked.
"

I knew

not that another ship from Iceland had come in."

Ingeborg answered calmly.
" Such doings have not

yet come about
;
but I dare to tell you, brother, that so

it will be, when out there they learn of your tyranny,
and how you sent Kiartan, son of Olaf Peacock, to the

Doom-stone. No common man is he, but of a lineage as

royal as your own."

Now as is the wont of unruly and unjust men, the

King turned about and threw the blame on her.
" Too

late comes your counsel, sister, and this had been better

said last night."

Ingeborg regarded him scornfully.
" Not so," she

replied.
"

It had not then been listened to, for you
deemed you had a counsellor full sage in Oddur the Scat-

gatherer, when he sat there by your side, rilling himself

with ale and whispering in your ear."

Olaf pondered over Ingeborg's words
;

soon the truth

of them came home to him, and he repented of his hasty

judgment.
"
Truly it was a nithing deed," said he,

"
and will stir

up much strife, but too late is it now to undo it, I fear."

Then he shouted loudly, and many came running at his

summons, foremost of whom was Kolbiorn the Marshal.
"
Choose the swiftest messengers," said Olaf,

"
and send

them to Thor's Temple. If the deed is not already done,

Kiartan the Icelander must not die. I have been ill

advised by Oddur, and much harm would come of it."

Kolbiorn, right glad to hear the King speak thus, sent

trusty messengers, and urged them to speed as quickly

as might be.

He rejoiced at the answer they brought back, and

made them come before the King.
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"
Halkel Hel-blade and Liot the Furious are there true

enough, Lord," said the spokesman ;

"
but they could pay

no heed to your command."
"
Why so ?

"
asked Olaf frowning, for he feared in his

heart that the worst had happened.
"
For the best of reasons," was the answer

;

"
Liot's

head and body have parted company, while Halkel lies

dead, smitten with a mighty blow through the shoulder.

There are marks as of men's feet in strife upon the mound
of Sote, an empty beaker lies by the altar, and near it

are dice
;
but Kiartan the Icelander is not to be found."

After this, the messengers went out.

Olaf looked searchingly at Ingeborg, nor did she flinch

beneath his gaze, then smiling he turned to Kolbiorn.
"
Kiartan has come through something of a tussle, it

would seem, and I wish I had been there to see it. What

say you, Marshal ? Can a place be found for such a hardy
warrior in our Hird ?

"

Then the Princess sent Hundi hurrying to Colman's

cell to bid Kiartan and Bolli come to the Hall in all haste.

There Kolbiorn met them and took them in before the

King.

They entered boldly, yet not without misgiving, but

were glad to see how Ingeborg sat upon the dais smiling,

and that Olaf looked less grim than at their former meeting.

At his bidding Kiartan approached, and stood before him

grave and silent.

Olaf looked at him keenly and liked his bearing well,

then he spoke.
"

It seems to me, Kiartan, that you have

much of the ways of Egil Skallagrimson, your grandsire,

and are no less a man than he in might ;
so my baresarks

have found to their cost but let that pass. Moreover, it

is to be seen that you have the knack of winning friends
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to stand by you." Here he cast a meaning look at Inge-

borg, then added
;
"as for your outspokenness of last

night, I shall like you none the less
;

for that is what

pleases me most in a man. If once well christened, I

would like you and your foster-brother to join my body-

guard ;
there you might have as high place as any about

me. Other doughty fellows there are among your ships'

crews who would be also welcome in my service
; but

whilst ye remain obstinate heathen, I cannot show you
all the grace and kindness that I would."

Kiartan answered courteously, but did not show himself

too eager.
" As regards this New Faith, I can only promise for

myself, that all teaching and preaching will be well heeded,

but when it comes to christening some of us, a great deal

of your holy water will be needed."

All laughed heartily at the jest, and Kiartan went on

to mention those Icelanders whom he thought would

serve in the Hird. Last he named Halfrod Otterson of

Haukagill,
" and no better skald has ever come out of

Iceland to Norway's shore. Great renown will come to

you, Lord, with such a poet here to sing of your great

deeds."
"
Well and good," said Olaf,

"
and Halfrod may be all

that you say, but you have not yet answered for yourself.

This promise I give you, Kiartan, that you will win no

less glory and gain with Olaf Tryggveson, than did your

kinsman, Gunnar, with Hakon Earl, or your father with

Harold Greyfell and Gunnhilda. Meantime until you
submit to christening, all you heathen men must be prime-

signed, and Sigurd, my bishop, will look to that."

As they sat thus in talk, Oddur the Scat-gatherer came
in haste, eager to tell of the slaying of the baresarks and

9
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the escape of the captive, but when he saw how Kiartan

sat on the dais by the side of Ingeborg, his face fell and

his heart failed him.
" You are a man fond of far travelling, Oddur," said

King Olaf,
"
and I will send you on a longer journey

than any you have yet undertaken."
" And where may that be, Lord ?

"
asked Oddur

anxiously.

There was a merry twinkle in Olaf's eyes as he answered :

"
Go, seek out Eric the Red and his son Lief, in that cold

country, Greenland, where they have settled. Tell them

that Olaf Tryggveson demands his scat from those parts,

and surely they will then give you a good welcome. As

for Faroes, it seems likely they will pay more readily to

Sigmund Brestirson, one of their own kin. Him I will

send thither, and if any one can deal with that blear-

eyed ruffian, Trond of Gate, it will be he."*

Oddur departed in high dudgeon.
"

It will not be to

Greenland I will go," he muttered,
"
but to a better

master than Olaf Tryggveson, and him I will find in

Sigwald of Jomsburg."..
By Yule-tide of that very year, Kiartan and Bolli, and

many of their company were brought to christening in

the church at Nidaros. With that, Ingeborg's gentle

influence and Colman's wise and patient teaching had

more to do than the King's threats and persuasions with

which he strove to bow men to his will.

Halfrod the Skald was baptised also, but not on the

same day as the others, for he had no mind to be mixed

in a crowd
;

so he came to the font alone, with the King
* Trond proved himself more than a match for Sigmund in

cunning and might.
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himself for godfather, and after that became his chief

skald. He served his master faithfully, even to death,

aye and after death, for he handed down the story of

Olaf Tryggveson's mighty deeds to be read and wondered

at hi later ages.

The saga writer relates that after all the ill-will and hot

words that had passed at the outset,
"
the King held

Kiartan higher than all other men for the sake of his

race and manly prowess, and he was so winsome that he

had not a single enemy within the court, and everyone
said that there had never before come out of Iceland

such a man as he. Bolli was also one of the most stalwart

of men and held in high esteem."



Chapter XI

Gudruna Sends Greeting

IARTAN and Bolli, with Thorkel Hak
and some others of the swordsmen of

their company, were after that in the

Hird of King Olaf, and Halfrod, the

Troublous Skald, rose to higher fame

than any poet of the land. Some-

times he was wont to taunt the

other Icelanders, saying :

"
Prisoners

and hostages ye are, though ye think yourselves high
in the King's favour, but wait till news comes of

Thangbrand's death out there, and off will roll the

head of every mother's son, or ye will be asked to eat live

snakes like Raud."

Because he was now a christened man, Kalf was allowed

to come and go as he would, and did good trade on Baltic

shores, but never would King Olaf suffer Kiartan to sail

on any voyage, but said,
"
you are better suited to bear

a sword amid my warriors, than to turn chapman, so here

you must bide
"

;
and for the sake of Ingeborg, Kiartan

was glad enough to stay in Norway.
When they had been the second winter in Nidaros, a ship

came early in the summer into the Fiord out of Iceland,

and aboard it was Thangbrand, Willibald's son, and with

him among others, Gudlief, son of that Ari Mai son, who
had dwelt in the New World, West over Main.

At once Thangbrand went before the King to give

132
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tidings as to how it had fared with him on his mission,

and a great company gathered to hear the telling. By
Olafs side sat the fair Queen he had wedded not long

before, Thyri the Dane King's sister, and next to her was

Ingeborg, no less beautiful and wiser far.

Sigurd the Bishop sat high in state, and many priests

were with him, amongst whom was Colman, the Irishman.

Kiartan and his comrades in the Hird stood along the

Hall, and other Icelanders from the ships in port were

bidden to be present, for the news that had been brought
concerned them very much.

Thangbrand stepped forward and stood right before

the dais, speaking out loud enough for those furthest off

to hear every word plainly. He was big and burly, flaxen

fair of hair and beard, and fiery red in face and neck. A
priest's robe he wore, but an iron helm, and a long sword

swung at his belt ;
his voice and looks were angry, and it

was soon known that he had little good to report of

Iceland.
" No luck have I had, Lord," he commenced,

"
though

manfully I ever strove to work your will, both by word and

deed, but little do they reck out there of the might of kings,

and they mocked at your commands. Most they honour

Thor, the Hammer-wielder, and against him I pitted

Archangel Michael, the best swordsman on our side, and

offered him as guardian spirit in Thor's stead.

"Some few of the great men of the land took to him

readily, and of these I mention first, Hall of the Side, most

generous and noble, Gizur the White, a powerful Hersir,

and kinsman of your own, King, and with him his son-in-

law, Hialti Skeggison, blithest and best of men, Nial of

Bergthorsknoll, wisest in law matters, his brood of warlike

sons, and all their worthy kin, Gest of Bardastrand,
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reputed to be a seer : all these I christened and commend
to your favour."

King Olaf answered : "I will show them all friendship,

if ever they come hither, they or their kin
; yet these are

but a few, and what have you to tell me of all the other

bonders and Hersirs you have met with in the length of

two years ?
"

Thangbrand proceeded :

"
Others there were who would

not hear me at first, but when I threatened them with

your wrath and the fires of Hell hereafter, their stubborn-

ness was somewhat shaken, and they yielded so far as to

be prime-signed. Thor they serve with heathen rites on

his own day, and keep the Lord's day also
;

thus they
think to be safe in the end

; having both gods as friends

to depend on, and one Snorri, a wily lawman, has counselled

them to this."

King Olaf grew most indignant and declared :

"
such

dealings I will never allow. A man may not hold the two

faiths, and revere both Cross and Hammer." Here he

glanced meaningly at the Skald Halfrod, knowing how he

still wore the emblem of the Hammer next his heart,

pleading that he kept it as a love token.
"
Now," continued Thangbrand,

"
I have told you all

that I have accomplished, and no man could have done

more. I am of this mind, Lord, that never will you bring

that land to christening, nor is it worth it. A blighted

and a barren land is there, and no more heed should be

taken of it than to set it apart as a place of banishment

for outlawed men, and for that use it is well fitted. Ice-

topped mountains are everywhere bellowing forth flames,

vales full of smoke and sulphurous reek, black darkness,

iron-hard frosts, snows deep and terrible, and save the

few noble men I have mentioned, the dwellers in Iceland
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are a dreadful race, shape changers, baresarks, half-trolls,

sorcerers, and sacrificers grim."
" The Saxon lies in every word, King," shouted Thorkel

furiously,
"
and this ill-made hog has more need to change

his shape than we Icelanders."

Thangbrand glared at Thorkel, and laid hand to sword-

hilt, but King Olaf sternly commanded silence in the Hall,

and bade him proceed.
"
Sorcerers," he said,

"
there are many and mighty,

and of these I met the very worst, one Hedin, out in the

west. He worked such spells against me that the ground
burst open as I rode along, and my horse plunged down
into a gulf of fire, while leaping off I barely escaped with

my life. Gudlief Arisen who stands here was witness of

all this, and feared not to follow the foul Sorcerer to his

den, and slew him for that deed.
" Worse even than the sorcerers are their skalds, and of

these Iceland breeds a monstrous tribe. In the long
dark winters there is naught for men to do but sit around

and make rhymes or listen to them. Many a scurvy stave

was made in mockery of me and repeated at their feasts

and Thing gatherings, so that even the children took them

up and sang them in my presence."
" Had none of these skalds a word to say in your

favour ?
"
asked Halfrod.

" One only, namely, Hialti Skeggison, the King's kins-

man, spoke out on my side, and made a rhyme deriding

Odin himself
;

but he was straightway outlawed for

blasphemy, and soon will sail here, and confirm all I have

said."
" And how dealt you with those skalds ?

"
asked the

King.
"

It was not your wont, Thangbrand, to take

such mockery meekly."
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"

I silenced them for a while with that story of Goliath,

and to that they listened well, but when it came to singing

psalms, they jeered at David for a skald, and loudest of

them all jeered one, Weatherlid. Up he leaped, and sang
a stave deriding me, then taunts flew back and forth be-

tween us, and it came to this at last that he challenged me
to sing a weapon song. Then up we got and stood there

side by side,
' and now do you begin/ said he. Ready

enough am I at rhymes, and so I gave forth this without

delay," then Thangbrand sang :

" Hark to poet singing

Ot Skogul's war-sleet winging,
Of helm-bane loudly ringing

On round battle-moon :

Chants of wound-wands flying,

Of Valkyr maidens hie'ing

Mid dead men and the dying,

Val-hal their boon."

"
Weatherlid went on worse than ever.

'

Here we have

a proper christener,' said he,
' who prates of Valkyrs and

Val-hal.' And there he had me right enough, for of angels

and of Heaven I should have sung by rights, but the stave

was made in haste.
' A poor verse smith are you, too,'

continued Weatherlid,
'

for in your weapon song you have

not named what all hold to be the chief of weapons. I see

the arrows, true enough, I see the axe, Battle-moon ?

that will be the shield, though I call not a shield a weapon,
wound-wands will be the spears, but I see not the sword.'

" ' You may not see it, Weatherlid,' said I,
'

yet shall

you feel it,' and drawing mine I hewed the head from him."
"
My thanks to you for that, Thangbrand," said King

Olaf,
"
and there you showed your manliness, in slaying

so vile a heathen."
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"
Other men I slew, but that brought up blood feuds

against me, and it came to this, that I found the law-men

of Iceland even as pestilent as the skalds
;
with their long-

winded discourses, their solemn summonings, and suits at

Quarter-court, or High-court, their door-dooms, outlawrys,

atonements and all else. No way could I see out of the

tangle, for I had stirred up a hive of bees, and might not

avoid their stinging but by taking ship and making off

out of their midst as quickly as I could.
"
Again I say as I said at first, never, King, will you

bring those Icelanders to civil behaviour or true belief,

for too far do they dwell for your power and your

punishments to reach them."

Olaf sprang from his seat in wrath.
"
There you are

out, Thangbrand," he shouted,
" some of their kindred

are here and near, and on them shall my vengeance fall.

Guard the door and let all Icelanders be seized and set in

bonds, save the christened men of my Hird."

This command was instantly obeyed, nor durst anyone

say a word against it while the King was in such raging

mood, not the Bishop nor Colman, nor even Ingeborg
herself

;
but these waited a better hour to counsel gentler

measures.

Thangbrand went from the Hall before long and sought
the bower of the Princess, for he had borne from Iceland

a message meant for her ear alone.

Lights were set about in brazen stands, for it was

darkening now, and their flickering glow showed the face

of Ingeborg somewhat pale and anxious, for the hasty
action of King Olaf troubled her greatly. She addressed

Thangbrand eagerly, pleading that he should strive to

undo the harm he had already done by his impetuous
denunciation of Iceland.

"
Easy is it to rouse the King's
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anger," she said,
" and no light task will it be to allay it,

but in this I count on you to help me."
"
Alas, lady," said Thangbrand,

"
I know now, when

too late, how unwise I have been in hasty speech, for the

King's displeasure has fallen as heavily on me as on these

Icelanders, and now he orders me to be gone back to the

Saxon realm, and there I will sail without delay, but first

I have a message to give you."
" A message from Iceland ?

"
she asked in surprise.

"
It

will be then from my mother's kinsmen, Hialti and Gizur ?
"

"
Not so, for these two have already sailed for Norway,

and will bear their own greetings ;
but now I will tell you

something of Iceland that I made no mention of to the

King. Many generous and hospitable men are there,

and very cheerful and splendid are the feasts they hold

at set seasons, with song and mead in plenty, and fair

women to grace the board. I fared to a great feast, west-

ward by Broadfirth, at the house of one, Gest of Barda-

strand, a sage and a seer, who did me high honour, and

gave me much encouragement. 'No tree falls at the

first stroke
'

;
were his words,

'

you have made a good

beginning, and before long I foresee that Iceland will

take the New Faith.'
'

"
I hope and pray so," murmured Ingeborg.

"
Hard for me all the same, to be first striker at such a

stubborn oak as that, and King Olaf is not the man to give

me a second chance. Now some Roman priest most like

will get all the glory that is my due. But to return to the

feast at Bardastrand. Amongst the company assembled

there I took most note of a lady, who outshone all others,

rich and gay in attire was she as any queen ;
white armed

and white necked, her bright hair decked with amber and

gold ;
the colour of the rose glowed on lips and cheeks,
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and her eyes were blue wells of light. Gudruna, daughter
of Oswif, she was named, and she is very wealthy, and

reputed wise. Gest told me all this afterwards, and holds

her in great esteem. That night I sang my hymn that

tells how Michael fought with Thor and conquered him
;

to this she gave good heed, smiling upon me as I sang,

and never saw I smile more sweet. Then when I had

finished she filled a cup with mead, and bore it to me with

her own fair hands.
'

It is told me, priest,' she said,
'

that

you will likely fare to Norway soon, and you may bear a

message for me there to one to whom my thanks are deeply
due. Shipmen have brought us tidings out, of how the

Princess Ingeborg has shown grace and goodness to our

kinsmen. Give greeting to her and say that none in Ice-

land is more beholden to her for all this kindness than

Gudruna, the plighted bride of Kiartan Olafson.'
"

A shudder passed through Ingeborg' s slight frame, her

brow paled and her dark lashes veiled her eyes, as con-

trolling her emotion with a great effort, she answered

courteously.
"

I take the greeting of this fair lady, and

here is a gift for the bearer." She placed in his hand a

book, whose vellum leaves were brightly illumined and

clearly lettered, and turning it over, Thangbrand saw that

it contained certain lengthy Latin hymns.
"
Many holy songs are there," she said,

"
chiefly those

of Columbanus of Bangor, whose fame as a poet and saint

is spread throughout the Frankish lands, and this book is

the greatest treasure."

Thangbrand thanked her and went out.
"
This treasure

she might well have kept,
"

he muttered,
"

for of this

mouldy Latin I have had my fill."

It went hardly with the Iceland shipmen for a while,
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in spite of Ingeborg's entreaties, and even on Kiartan and

his comrades the King now looked somewhat askance,

seeming to regard them as hostages in his power, and this

was ill to bear.

The Swan coming in from a voyage to the Wick, was

detained by Olaf's order, and Kalf might not even dispose

of the lading ;
but when things are at their worst they

sometimes mend, and the King's harsh mood softened

when his kinsman, Gizur the White, and Hialti Skeggison,

two of the noblest men of Iceland, arrived at Nidaros,

and gave him counsel how to win that land to the

Faith.
"
This matter must go before our Althing," they said,

" and we who are christened will muster our following,

and do what we may. Too turbulent and masterful was

Thangbrand, so that men would not bear with him, but

choose in his stead some sage and eloquent priest to go
with us, such a one as will know how to set this matter

clearly forth."

King Olaf named one, Bishop Thormod, for that task,

and chose other hallowed men to go with him.
" And now," said Hialti,

"
it will avail much if you let

some of these shipmen go home to give a good account of

your greatness and might."
But Olaf's dealings with the shipmen had been exceeding

grim, and well he knew that they were little likely to sing

his praise ;
so he betook himself to Kiartan.

"
I am loth to lose you, Kiartan," said he,

"
for no man

is your match in any feats of strength or skill, yet I have

need of good friends in Iceland, and there you might serve

me best."

Now Kiartan was sad to think how he must part from

Ingeborg, his looks were downcast, and he knew not what
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to answer
;

then Bolli who stood by spoke out boldly in

his stead.
"
Best it will serve you, Lord, if Kiartan remains here

in your Hird, and men in Iceland hear how greatly he is

honoured by you, and I his foster-brother would well like

to go on this errand. Give me leave to go with Kalf

Asgeirson a-voyaging and on out home, and I will spread
far and wide the news of how the King of Norway has

dealt with the son of Olaf Peacock, and other Icelanders

who have not withstood his will."

King Olaf, well pleased, agreed to this, and with little

delay Kalf got the Swan ready for her journey.

When it came to parting between the foster-brothers,

Kiartan thanked Bolli most heartily.
"
Well have you

served me in this, for I was fain to stay in Nidaros."

Bolli smiled and answered :

"
Little will you reck of

Iceland and our pastimes there while the fair Princess

Ingeborg sits by your side."
"
Say naught of that," answered Kiartan testily,

"
for

of late she seems to turn coldly from me, and now I never

see her smile."
"
Clouds will pass, and the sun shine out again," said

Bolli,
"
but for me the sun shines brightest from Iceland's

skies."

As he spoke so, his thoughts were of the light that

shone from Gudruna's blue eyes.

It must now be told how King Olaf's bridal had come

about, and of the powerful enemies he had made by his

overbearing ways, while he sought to win a wife for himself.

The first that he chose to woo after coming to the

kingship was Sigrid, mother to Olaf the Swede King, a

comely woman for her years, and queenly in all her dealings,

so that she bore the name of Sigrid the Haughty.
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He sent envoys to her with courteous messages and gifts,

and she was glad to be wooed again, making great boast

of the magnificence of Olaf's presents. The chief of these

was a large ring of gold that he had taken from the neck

of Thor's image in the temple at Ladir.
"
See," said Sigrid, to the Swedish goldsmiths of her

court,
"
what a great treasure a king has sent me. He is

a generous giver, and must surely have boundless

wealth."

The goldsmiths took that ring and weighed it, then smiled

scornfully, saying :

"
If this ring were what it seems, this

would be a noble gift, but here is but a shell of gold, and

the core beneath is of bronze."

Sigrid flung the ring down angrily exclaiming,
"

falsely

feigned the gift, and as hollow the giver's vows would be."

Then when Olaf, following his messengers, came to press

his suit, she tossed the ring to him most scornfully, and

refused his offer to be baptised and wedded.

Then Olaf, highly incensed by her taunts, struck her on

the face with his glove, saying :

" what care I for such a

heathenish old hag ?
"

After that her son Olaf was the bitterest of enemies,

and joined himself to Eric, son of Hakon, to plot and to

plan how they might overthrow Tryggve's son from his

kingdom.
Before long, Sigrid was wedded to Sweyn Forkbeard of

Denmark, and ever mindful of that blow, she sought to

inflame her new husband's anger and urge him into the

alliance against the Norsemen, and soon an opportunity
came about.

Sweyn had a fair, unwedded sister, Thyri by name,
and he was advised by Earl Sigwald of Jomsburg to match

this lady with Earl Borislaf of Wendland, a powerful
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lord, but over aged for a bridegroom. Sweyn thought
this a great match, and Sigwald conveyed Thyri, well

attended and well attired, to the Wendland Court
; but

when she saw her greybeard suitor she wept all day and

night, nor would she eat nor drink among the heathen

people. At last she found a way to flee by ship over sea

and came to Norway's shore.

King Olaf Tryggveson found Thyri wondrous fair, and

the end of it was that she was won to wed him, without

consent of kith or kin.

Out of this wedding, Olaf feared most, one ill that might

happen, namely, the displeasure of Earl Sigwald the

Jomsburger, who had been maker of the match with

Borislaf, and thought it well to guard against such danger

by an offer of closest friendship. So it came into his

mind to send an embassy thither.

One morning Olaf summoned to his presence Kiartan

and Thorkel, with Einar Tamberskelvir, chief among his

bowmen, a young man of marvellous strength and agility,

handsome to look upon, clear-skinned, blue eyed, fair-

haired and tall
;

in short he was a very match for Kiartan,

and Olaf for this very reason had chosen him.
"

I could not find better men to go on this errand for

me. Kolbiorn my Marshal will be in command, and

bearer of my greeting to the 'Earl. You, Thorkel, have

been among famous vikings of old, and will know well

how to deport yourself ;
as for Kiartan here and Einar,

they will be able to hold their own against the most re-

nowned of the Jom's warriors in any feats of strength or

skill. See to it that you uphold the fame of the body-

guard of Norway's King."
"
That we will try to bear in mind, King," answered

Thorkel,
"
and right glad am I that Kiartan will see that
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famous sea-burg on the Wendland coast
"

;
then at a

signal from Olaf they withdrew.

As they went out from the Hall, there came to Kiartan

a house thrall, who summoned him to come to the bower

of the Princess Ingeborg, as she had tidings for him.

Kiartan's heart leaped with joy. For some weeks he

had seen little of the Princess, and indeed had thought her

to be grown somewhat distant and cold, and wondered

much wherein he had given offence, never dreaming of

Gudruna's cruel and lying message that was meant to

separate two loving hearts.

When he entered the bower, and let fall the curtain

behind him, he saw how Ingeborg sat in her carven seat

alone, looking very lovely but somewhat sad. Her long
dark hair was twisted in hanging locks, kept in place by
silver rings, and her gown was of a rich crimson, artfully

embroidered. Above that bright colour her face seemed

pale ;
but as she lifted her eyes to meet his a blush spread

from neck to brow, she reached out her two slender hands

and greeted him with welcoming words, then bade him to

sit by her.

Kiartan was overjoyed, and thought that all would now
be well between them, but in a little time Ingeborg again

grew strangely grave.
"

I have heard," she said,
"
that my brother the King

has chosen you to go with others to Jomsburg. This

voyage is not without peril, and it is well for you to be

forewarned. Tidings have come to us of late from Earl

Rognevald of West Gothland, a Christian man and good
friend to Olaf, of a plot that is afoot."

At these words, a jealous pang stirred within Kiartan's

breast, for it had been whispered about that Earl

Rognevald was a suitor for Ingeborg' s hand.
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Now, she continued.
"
Sweyn of Denmark was never

our friend, but since he wedded proud Sigrid, and since

Thyri, his sister, came here against his will, he has become

the bitterest of enemies. Olaf of Sweden and Eric, son of

Hakon, are in league with Sweyn, and now Rognevald
tells us that Earl Eric fares to Jomsburg, hoping to draw

Earl Sigwald to their alliance, but in this Olaf tries to fore-

stall him by sending you his envoys there."

Of these affairs of state the Princess went on to talk

further, and Kiartan listening thought that some secret

sorrow overshadowed her. He wondered at her sadness

but ventured not to ask its reason. At length when this

talk of hostile conspiracies and envious kings was done, she

sat a while silent, then cast down her eyes as she spoke
thus : "I have learned, Kiartan, of the home faring of

Bolli, your foster-brother, and likely by summer's end

you, too, may depart. If Iceland takes the Faith my
brother will no longer hold you an unwilling hostage in

Nidaros."
"
Unwilling !

"
he exclaimed,

"
that was never so, for

I have known great happiness here."

Ingeborg smiled gently as she answered :

"
That is

courteously said, yet I am sure you will sail most gladly

to Iceland's shore, and I know that a loving welcome

waits you there."

Kiartan was hurt and abashed, and thought that she

took this way to dismiss him. Thoughts of Earl Rognevald
flashed through his mind, and he stood as one turned to

stone, when she rose and said :

"
chances and changes

fall suddenly, and it may be we shall not meet again,

yet you must not go without a gift from my hands."

She opened the lid of the high seat, wherein she kept her

costliest possessions, and taking from it the most gorgeous

10
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head-dress he had ever beheld, laid it upon the table with

trembling hands. It was fashioned in a network of silver,

and where the bands interlaced were set flowers and leaves

of gold. In the hearts of these flowers were Russian stones,

blue as the sky, and large lustrous pearls were inset around

the brow band.

It was indeed a queen's coif, which Olaf in his viking

days had taken as plunder in the East, and given to his

sister.
"
This," said Kiartan in amazement,

"
is meant for some

fai- woman's brow."
" The fairest of women shall wear it," replied Ingeborg,

and she turned away her face to hide the pain which

wrung her heart.
" When you come again to Iceland and sit at your

bridal feast, let this coif be the bench gift to her whom you
will wed, and when you place it on her brow, think of one

in far off Norway who was your friend." She sighed

deeply, and Kiartan wondered at her words.

"I go to Iceland, Princess," he said,
"
as soon as may

be, since you seem to desire it, yet I stand in no

need of this rich gift, for it is not in my mind to woo
a bride."

Ingeborg spoke softly.
"
Nay, now, you have avowed

yourself a Christian man, and it cannot be that you will

break your plighted vow."

Kiartan spoke out passionately.
"
Never was I plighted

to any woman that lives, and all my heart's love is given

to one who knows not of it."

Ingeborg sank into her seat, hiding her face in her hands,

and this was done lest he should see the light of joy in her

eyes that shone through blinding tears. At last she found

words to ask :

"
If you are not plighted, read me the riddle
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of a strange greeting that came to me by the mouth of

Thangbrand from Iceland."
" What greeting is this you speak of ?

"
said Kiartan,

startled by her words.
"

It was given by a fair lady, Gudruna, Oswif's daughter,
whom Thangbrand met at a feast near your home in the

west, and the message was this :

'

give thanks to the

Princess Ingeborg for the kindness she has shown to

Kiartan, son of Olaf, and this greeting is sent by
one who is plighted to be his wife.' Thangbrand tells

me that she is very beautiful, wise moreover, and well

spoken."
Kiartan' s voice rang out sternly.

"
Gudruna is indeed

very fair, and so many have found her. She has been

wedded twice, and since Thord, her last husband died, no

woman has been more sought after than she. I shall not

hide from you that, lured by her loveliness, I offered to

plight my troth to her ere ever I sailed away ;
but this

she refused, and before long I was most glad of it, for I

found that she had tried to awaken jealousy and ill-will

in the mind of Bolli my foster-brother. Now she has

been even more cruel, striving to claim and bind me by a

lie, and to wrong me in the eyes of her whom I love best

of all."

Then Ingeborg rose and reached out gracious hands to

him, and there was such joy in her eyes that he took her

straightway to his arms, kissing her fondly upon brow and

lips.

After that they sat in the high-seat side by side, and

talked long and low as lovers will. Ere they parted she

became grave once more, and spoke of her brother, the

King, and how Kiartan might best serve him and win his

regard.
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"
My life and happiness are in his power," she said,

trembling in her lover's arms.
"
Often he has urged me

to wed with one powerful Earl or another, yet hitherto I

have managed to sway him to my will. Now that your
love has been uttered, I claim you as my defender against

all others, and I will love you faithfully, yet must we be

wise and patient."

So with such promise, and tender kisses, he parted from

her at the bower door, and went to prepare for the journey
to Jomsburg.



Chapter XII

Southward to Jomsburg

N the southern side of the Baltic, at

the mouth of the river Oder, is the

island now called Wollin, and here it

was that the famous viking chief

Palnatoki had built, in Harold Blue-

tooth's time, the sea-burg and strong-

hold of the Joms-vikings. Though
somewhat altered is now the coastline,

in those days a rocky promontory was there, reaching
out from the island, forming a sheltering arm for a

harbour, which on the opposite side was all but enclosed

by a reef and sand bar. Here as many as three hundred

long-ships could ride in safety, for the anchorage was

good, and the entrance so planned, that no hostile fleet

could sail in unopposed. A great wooden boom was swung
between two towers of stone, one of which rose from the

promontory, the other from the reef, and a broad stone

archway sprang from tower to tower, across which led a

footway, between low battlemented walls. Here watch-

men went back and forth, ready at any time to lower or

raise the boom, which hung by its tackles beneath the

arch. On the summit of the ness stood the hall and

armoury of the Joms warriors, while facing the haven

were built the wooden houses of the burg.
As was the wont of viking bands in those days, discipline

was strictly kept within the fortress, and Palnatoki himself

149
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had drawn up a code of laws, which none might break with

impunity.
None but the hardiest warriors were admitted to the

Jomsburg band, nor any who had ever shown fear in face

of death. At the time we write of, however, the Joms-

burgers had begun to decline somewhat from their former

glory, for Sigwald, son of Strut-Harold, Earl of Zealand,

had come into the leadership, but proved to be no such

man as was Palnatoki, or his successor, Styrbiorn.

Southward then to Jomsburg went the men of King
Olaf's embassy on board the Crane, under the command of

Kolbiorn the Marshal, who brought many rich gifts from

the king to Sigwald, and from Thyri to Astrida, the Earl's

wife.

The Crane had favouring winds, which bore them swiftly

down through the Danish Sound, and out on to the waters

of the broad Baltic, till at last the most northerly territory

of Wendland rose in sight, namely the wooded Isle of

Rugen, with its white cliffs, round which the sea shone

green over snow white beaches.

Now careful steering was needful, for the ship had to

pass by a narrow channel between the islands, and here

were dangerous shallows, where the sea boiled over hidden

reefs
;
but Kolbiorn had a steersman who knew well the

way through that sound, and at length the towers of

Jomsburg loomed before them.

Out of the east a white sail came speeding, as the Crane

fared in from the north, and it was plain to see that this

ship was making for the same haven. Kolbiorn from where

he stood high in the prow, now shouted to his men to

put out their oars, and row hard.
"
There comes the

Iron-beak," said he to those beside him,
"
Earl Eric

Hakonson's famous ship. Well I should know that prow."
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On swept the Crane, her flashing oars churning the water

into foam, and soon she reached the entrance to the

water gate, far in advance of the other ship. A white

peace shield was raised upon the prow, and quickly came

an answering signal from one of the towers
;

then with

lowered sail they lay awaiting the uplifting of the boom.

It swung up with heavy groaning and clanking, and many
shouted a friendly greeting as they rowed in on the bowing
swell.

They anchored close to the strand, which bordered the

harbour in a sweeping curve below the burg, and saw how

many long-ships lay there, the crews being ashore. Some
few were drawn high upon the beach, and men were busy
about them with boiling pitch and tow, caulking seams or

overhauling gear. Kolbiorn, with Kiartan, Thorkel Hak
and Einar, went ashore and walked up among the ship-

wrights, and presently a stalwart fellow came to them,

having orders to lead them to the Earl's presence in the

castle which crowned the ness. They followed him up a

long flight of steps, cut into the face of the rock, and at

the top entered a spacious courtyard, surrounded by a low

broad wall. Here some men sat about furbishing weapons,
while others engaged in martial exercises. All were

vigorous warriors in the prune of manhood, swarthy and

muscular, and many were the curious glances cast at

the newcomers. Their guide led them on by steps which

wound up outside the tower, till they gained a landing

near the summit and entered by a door. Here in his turret

room, whence he could look either to courtyard or harbour,

land or sea, sat Earl Sigwald. He was a tall well-made

man, not yet of middle age, with coal black hair and beard,

his eyes grey and piercing, with a crafty gleam in them,

while his hooked nose somehow suggested the beak of a
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bird of prey. He rose at their approach, and there was an

air of triumph mingled with the suavity of his manner,

as he took their greeting.
" You are welcome here, Kol-

biorn, as your lord, King Olaf, would be if he stood in your

place ;
but when he failed to come himself no better man

could he have chosen as his mouthpiece. Who are these

with you ? Ha, Einar Tamberskelvir. You have much
of the looks of Eindridi your father, and I hope you prove
as good a warrior. Thorkel Thorgeirson ? Many Thorkels

have come out of Iceland, but one is best known to us by
repute, Thorkel Hak, a merry fellow, a skald, and slayer

of dragons, whom my men would like well to have in their

ranks. What, you are the very man ? then there will be

no lack of mirth while you bide here." At Kiartan he

glanced admiringly, and when he heard his name and

lineage said :

" who is there amongst vikings from here to

Lundaburg who has not heard of your grandsire, Egil

Skallagrimson, the most famous warrior who ever sailed

the northern sea ?
"

So he flattered them to their faces, yet somehow they
liked him none the better for all his glib words, though

they answered him most courteously as was fitting. Soon

again was heard the clanking of the boom, for by this time

Earl Eric's ship the Iron-beak had reached the water gate.
"
Come," said the Earl,

"
look forth and tell me if your

king has a ship the equal of this. See the armoured prow,
and the beak of massive spikes fit to gore like the horns

of a bull."
" A grim looking ship truly," replied Kolbiorn,

" and

Norsemen like ourselves are her crew, but in Long-serpent

I warrant she would find more than her match."
"
Ah," mused Sigwald,

"
I mind well the time when

Viking Olo had scarce a ship to his name, and now no more
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powerful king rules in the North. Strange are the workings
of fate. A great lord was Hakon then, and vast his wealth

and sway ;
now of land he holds no more than what is

heaped above his howe
;
but here comes the valiant son

he left behind, and a bold bid will Eric yet make for

Norway."
A hasty tread was heard on the stair without. The

leathern curtain was flung aside, and there strode into the

chamber a most soldierlike young man, with long fair

moustache, curling yellow hair, close cropped in the Valland

fashion, and keen eyes that glanced questioningly at the

men he found before him in Sigwald's company. He
hailed the Earl, but a frown darkened his handsome

countenance when his eyes met those of Kolbiorn, whom
he had known well aforetime, and it pleased him little to

note that the Marshal stood there like one who had been

well received.
" You see here, Eric," said Sigwald,

"
the envoys of my

old friend, Olaf Tryggveson, and I was even now asking

them if they could name the equal of your ship Iron-beak."

Eric smiled, for such praise was pleasing to him, but he

answered haughtily and sternly.
"
Widely as you have

travelled, Earl, I trow you have not yet set eyes on Olaf's

new ship Long-serpent, for it is twice as long as Iron-beak,

with room for twice as many men. I trust, however, that

on some day not far distant, Long-serpent and Iron-beak

may meet, then will hard pecks be given, and we may then

know which is the better ship." He stood with folded

arms, casting defiant looks at the other Norsemen, and

before Kolbiorn could reply, Sigwald, anxious to avert a

quarrel, broke in sportively :

"
nay, now, no challenges

shall pass here, except to friendly contests of skill. Leave

me for the present alone with Kolbiorn, who has doubtless
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a message of importance, and get you others down into the

courtyard where you may vie with the best marksmen of

my bodyguard. To-day I have given as a prize, a fair

wrought hunting horn, and it may be some one of you will

bear it hence."

He turned to Thorkel Hak inquiringly :

"
Hast any

skill in archery ?
"

" None to brag of," replied the burly Icelander,
"
but

Einar here can speed a shaft as well as any. What say

you, son, to fetch your bow and make a trial of your
skill ?

"

Nothing loth off went Einar blithely, and at a sign from

Kolbiorn, Thorkel and Kiartan withdrew, and soon were

followed by Earl Eric and his men. In the courtyard they
found a merry group, taking it in turn to shoot at the

figure of a warrior, larger than life, fashioned from a

tawny ox-hide, and stretched upon a frame set up at a

distance of some three score paces.

The head was of grotesque size, with two great eyes

staring whitely, while on the breast was a scarlet disc to

represent the heart. A little to one side stood a marker,

Helmund Hardaxe by name, who from time to time an-

nounced in a bull's voice how each arrow fared.

Good practice they were making, too, and for a while

Kiartan with his companion stood looking on, then the

courtyard gates swung open, and in marched a crowd of

men, who mingled with the watching throng.
"
These are Norsemen by their looks," said Thorkel

Hak,
" and will be from the Iron-beak."

"
By Fenrir's fangs," exclaimed Kiartan, pointing to a

stalwart man amongst the crowd
;

"
there is one I should

know best, for no other is he than my kinsman Skuli,

Thorstein's son from Borg."
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At once he made his way to him, and a hearty greeting

passed between the twain. Skuli had been for long

abroad on viking cruises, and had warred in all northern

lands
;

a great warrior was he, and a man of the highest

mettle
;

he had been in Jomsburg moreover more than

once, and knew the name of every famous man there

present.

A sturdy fellow now stepped forth to shoot, and some-

what of a laugh went round.
"
Tis Ogmund Squint-eye,"

said Skuli,
"
he and Helmund are messmates and try each

other much."

Even as Skuli spoke, Ogmund loosed his arrow, and with

a mighty oath Helmund leaped high into the air, as it

whizzed beneath him.
"
Ho, comrade," jeered Ogmund,

"
you spring like any

trout
;

it would seem the gnats are troublesome out there.

But say, did my arrow come near the mark ?
"

"
Nearer my midriff, fool," roared Helmund furiously,

" and a man would need both shield and byrnie here, when
such a cross-eyed loon sets shaft on string."

Ogmund laughed uproariously.
"
Too easily were you

tricked, Helmund, 'twas but a headless arrow. But look

to the mark now, and I will show you how to shoot."

Again his bow twanged.
"
Well," he cried,

"
where went it that time ?

"

" Where Palnatoki's arrow pierced King Harold Blue-

tooth," was the answer,
"
and that they say was nowhere

near the heart." Now was Helmund's turn to laugh, and

all joined with him.

But now a stately man stepped forth and waved Ogmund
aside

;
fair-haired was he and comely, and taller even

than Kiartan.

A goodly youth followed at his heels, bearing a well
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filled quiver, and a hush of expectancy fell upon the crowd.

for here was their foremost
"
There goes Thorkel the High.* Earl Sigwald's brother.

with his fosterling, Knut, King Sweyn's son," said Sknli,
"
no man is more esteemed than Thorkel, and he has

won renown in many a bloody fray."

With practised ease Thorkel strung his bow, and turning

to the mark eyed it keenly. Drawing the arrow to its

head, he stood for an instant, then slacked the tension

on the string for the wind was fickle. Again he drew,

and now the shaft rushed forth and quivered in the target.
" But a finger's breadth from the centre," shouted Hel-

mund,
" and room is for another just within it."

"
Nay," said Thorkel smiling,

"
this time I will try

a feat more difficult." Twice again he drew, and

now in either staring eye of the painted figure stood

an arrow.
" Wondrous good shooting that," said Skuli,

"
and save

Gunnar of Lithend, none I have ever met could equal it :

bat who is this who carries his head so high, and pushes

through the throng ?
"

" Tls Einar Tamberskelvir," replied Kiartan,
"
and I

tell you there is no better bowman in the whole of

Norway."
" A most ambitious man is this," said Ogmund as Einar

took his stand,
"
for the feathers of his arrows are bound

with golden thread, and see his bow is tipped with

silver."
"
Aye, true enough," said another,

"
but many a poor

craftsman has showy tools, and I wager you an eyrir he

does not excel the Earl's brother."

* Thorkel the High had, in after years, much to do with winning
the throne of England for Knot
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Without delay Einar drew forth three arrows. Two he

set point downwards in the ground before him, while he

laid the other on the string and glanced around. Driven

by a light cross wind, smoke from the hall fires came

drifting high overhead, and with shrewd look he gauged
its course and speed, then with a gentle pull sent the arrow

flitting upwards at a high angle. Up it went curving, but

ere it reached the summit of its flight, aiming lower he sent

another winging after
;

then quickly he seized his third

arrow and drawing it to the head, sent it whirring with all

the strength of his powerful arm. A mighty shout rent

the air, as the three arrows struck at the same instant on

the target, and all within the scarlet disc.
"
By the

beard of Baldur," cried Thorkel the High,
"
Palnatoki who

taught me to shoot, could not have brought that feat to

pass, and few have that knack of shooting with a dropping
shaft." So speaking, he took the bow from Einar, handling
it curiously.

" None would deem this bow too weak,

but tell me, could you send an arrow through four finger

breadths of pine, as I have done ?
"

"
I would not flinch from that," said Einar,

" and more-

over I have shot betimes a headless arrow through a

bull's hide, raw wet, and that was thought something to

boast of."

Earl Sigwald now came down among them, and hung
about Einar's neck by its chain of silver the promised

trophy, yet little pleased was he, to see his famous brother

outdone by the Norseman, and grudgingly he spoke :

" A proud king must Olaf Tryggveson be to have in his

Hird so wondrous a bowman as Einar, and Kolbiorn tells

me that ye Norsemen are no less skilled in other feats, yet
will I show you a leap that none of you durst take. He
led the way through a narrow opening in the courtyard
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wall, and out on to a level space on the edge of the cliff

overlooking the harbour. Here was a sheer drop of some

hundred feet, and underneath, thrusting a long back above

the green water, was a ridge of jagged rocks.

It stood out some distance from the base of the cliff,

and at high tide was barely covered.
"
There you see

Skull-hammer," said the Earl,
"
and though grim its name,

still grimmer is its story, for on it has many a man got

his bane. Here it has been the custom since Palnatoki's

time to try the hardihood of men taken in battle, when
ransom is not to be looked for. If perchance any leap

boldly and far enough to clear the rock, he is taken into

our company, for such is the rule of the Joms-Vikings,
and some there are among us here who have come safely

over Skull-hammer."
"
Great their reward truly for so slight a risk," said

Thorkel Hak jestingly,
"
another time, Earl, we will all

take this leap for you, but at present I stand more in need

of my supper than such pastime."

Sigwald laughed heartily enough with the rest, and at

once bade them to supper in the hall, so off they went to

the ship to don their scarlet array.

That night they feasted high in Jomsburg, and the men
of the Iron-beak sat side by side with their foemen of the

Crane.

The Earl sat on the dais between Kolbiorn and Eric,

and took delight in setting one against the other. Kiartan,

with Einar and Thorkel Hak, sat in the middle of the

hall, and the best of fare was placed before them, both

fish and fowl, and flesh of swine from the forests of Wend-
land. Then mead and ale were brought round to all,

and a skald rose up and sang in a bold and resonant voice

this chant in praise of the Earl :
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" Over Ran's water's wide

Wave toss'd our wind-steeds glide,

High surges leaping.

Forth on the fitful gale

Blows every blazoned sail,

Oars are a-sweeping,
As seaward steers Sigwald the EarJ.

Sun glints on gilded prow,
Flickers on helmed brow

;

Bulwarks of Battle

Girdling our gunwales tall,

Bow to each rising squall

With clash and rattle
;

But nothing fears Sigwald the Earl.

Hai for the stricken field !

Hai for the din of shield J

Hai for the plunder !

Mid sleet of twanging bow
Foes fall like winter snow,
Swords their lives sunder,

And foremost goes Sigwald the Earl.

See in the evening glow

Slinking wolf, slanting crow,

Wordy war waging,
On the stark and the still

Sating maw, redd'ning bill,

Hunger assuaging,
While homeward rows Sigwald the Earl.

Husbandmen skilled are we,

Ploughing the wild North Sea,

Golden toll reaping ;

In our wake wrath and woe,
Riven shrine, blood aflow,

Monkish hearts heaping
Curses on Sigwald the Earl."
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Even while the skald was singing his song, the door

was flung back, and in came a wild looking viking, red

haired and red bearded. He was huge of stature, and wore

his war gear as if he had come from the midst of strife.

Behind him, to the astonishment of the Icelanders, walked

no less a personage than their old enemy, Oddur the

Scat-gatherer, and after that came several men whose

dejected looks showed them to be captives.

As red-beard went up the hall, Thorkel enquired of a

Jomsburger who he might be.
"
There," was the answer,

"
goes Thrand the Hardy, and

hardy he is and strong, so that few there be that can

pull an oar with him. He and his company fare from

Scotland's Firths, where they have been a-viking, and to

judge by the captives, they have come through somewhat

of a fight."

Thrand marched boldly up before the Earl and saluted

him as was customary, giving him the tidings. It was as

the Jomsburger supposed, they had taken much plunder
on the voyage, but on their homeward way had fallen in

with another band of sea-rovers.
"
Lord," said Thrand,

"
the leader of these men was

Gritgard the Frisian
; they made a stout defence, but we

slew that Gritgard all the same, and many of his crew.

Some fought better than the rest, and these we spared,

deeming you might think them fit to become your
men."

Sigwald dismissed Thrand with words of praise, and said

that he would deal with the captives next day, and make
division of the spoil as was usual.

Thrand and the Scat-gatherer then sat them down upon
a bench opposite to the Icelanders, and when Oddur's

gaze fell suddenly on Kiartan and Thorkel Hak, his jaw



SOUTHWARD TO JOMSBURG 161

dropped in astonishment, and he whispered in his com-

rade's ear.

Soon they were all busy with their portions of meat and

horns of ale.
" Tis an ill wind blows this bald-headed

rogue here," muttered Thorkel ;

" mark you how he

licks clean the platters. If only he were as good a fighter

as he is a feeder, he would be a man to be dreaded."
" You speak truth there," said Kiartan,

"
and I would

that tongue of his was always so well employed, then

Oddur would be harmless as a bee without a sting."

As the evening wore on Thrand drank deeply, and soon

began to boast of his strength and daring, and Kiartan

noticed that Oddur did not fail to incite the wild Dane to

defy the Norwegian party.
"
See, fellows," he vaunted, and bared his brawny arms,

on which the muscles stood out, like ivy on a gnarled oak
;

"
with these two arms of mine I broke the neck bone of a

full grown bull, and now I will relate that story."

Kiartan and his companions paid no heed to this, but

went on chatting one with the other.
"

Silence, you unmannerly Icelanders," roared Thrand,

and thumped the board with his heavy fist, till the platters

danced.
"
Best to humour him," whispered Kiartan,

"
for here

we cannot have a brawl, and see the Earl is all agog to

hear, and signs for silence."

Thus encouraged, Thrand went on.
" When I abode in

Biarmaland, eastward by Finland, some six years agone,

it happened that the Yule-tide feast came round, and

then as was the custom Oku Thor was taken from the

god-house and set upon the plain for all to see. He had

been newly painted, too, in gold and blood red hues, and

majestic was his look as he stood there resplendent in the

ii
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morning sun, in his goat-drawn chariot with its gilded

wheels.
" The sacrificial beast was then led forth, an old and

vicious bull, Troll-eye by name
;

and while one held

Troll-eye by a rope, the temple priest approached him

cautiously with an axe. The bull deemed that axe boded

little good to him, and a very troll he proved, and thrust

his horn right through the priest ;
then bellowing loud he

rushed at Thor and hove him from the chariot high into

the air. Over rolled the goats, and for a while he stood

there sniffing Thor who, falling on a rock, had burst

asunder in the middle. Then it was that an arrow struck

him on the flank, and turning with a furious snort, he

charged the crowd. All made way for him to pass, and

rushing on with tail aloft Troll-eye gained the woods

and abode there behaving dreadfully, nor durst anyone

go nigh him. One day, soon after, I went a-fishing, and it

came about as I stood there by the river bank, I heard a

crashing mid the branches, and the bull burst upon me
from a thicket. Little time had I to think, yet a right

bold heart was mine, nor moved I till the horns went

down to hook me
;
then like Leipter I jumped aside, and

as the bull rushed by, gripped him by the tail. That was a

pull. Troll-eye bellowed loud and glared around, wondering
what he had in tow

;
then he fell to kicking, and one gat

I beneath the ribs, whereat I dropped the tail, and in a

trice had shifted grip to horn and nostrils. Then I gave
a mighty sidelong wrench, which pulled the bull upon his

knees, then back I forced his head till with a grating sound

the neck bone broke. Down he fell upon his side and

soon had kicked his last."

Loud rang the applause from dais and benches, and when
it had died down, Thorkel Hak spoke up.
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" That was something of a feat, and worthy of Sterkodder,

that ancient champion, yet if the Earl permits, I may match

Thrand's story with one of my own."

Leave was given so Thorkel commenced.
"

I was in Ireland some fourteen years back, in service

with Ivar of Waterford, and fared with him to the great

battle against King Malki. Two days we journeyed inland

harrying as we went, and many were the necks of bulls and

calves we twisted and thought no more about it. Like a

swarm of bees the Irish followed us on both flanks, and

soon a great fight befell. Ivar drew us up in swine array,

and placed me in the snout, and with me, one Kolbak the

Strong the greatest of champions. Then Ivar and his

chiefs took their stand within the hollow of the wedge, and

against us came Malki's chosen warriors
;

of these Kolbak

slew nine, and I twelve, two at a blow, and the others

drew back appalled.
' A shame,' cried King Malki,

'

that

these two men should overcome you all,' and with that a

great cry arose for Feargal ;
then with a howl like a

furious beast, a man came bounding high over the heads

of the ranks, and lit upon the sward before us. His arms

were bloody to the shoulders, and full fearsomely he stared,

but his eyes were fey. With one resistless blow he struck

down Kolbak, and then was face to face with me. A
sudden silence fell on both the hosts, and all ceased fighting

to watch our combat. We struck full hard and often, and

sparks flew from our blades, that set the grass a-burning ;

he guarded himself well for long, yet in the end I got one

in beneath his girdle with this my Courland sword, which

had been newly whetted
;

so swift was the stroke that no

eye eould follow it. His sword was aloft to strike as my
blow came upon him, and now he stood holding it as one

transfixed and glaring at me.
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" '

Dost feel aught ?
'

I asked.
" ' No more than this/ he answered,

'

as if a cold wind

had passed through my inwards, and still is left a tingling."
" '

Say you so,' says I,
' now shake yourself.' With

that the fellow gave himself a hoist, and lo the upper half

of him went rolling to the ground, leaving naught standing

but a pair of legs. At sight of this marvel, flight broke

out in the Irish ranks, nor could anything be seen but men

running everywhere, while the cry of
'

wizard !

'

resounded

far and wide."
"

Liar, they should have dubbed you," shouted Thrand,
"
for well I know that not a word of that is true."
" As true as yours, mayhap," jeered Thorkel,

" who
talked of going fishing in Biarmaland in winter, when every
firth and even river is frozen over."

A laugh went round the hall at this, and Thrand leaped

up and would have made at Thorkel, but men laid hands

on him, and much ado they had to hold him back.

Then the stern voice of Earl Sigwald rolled out above

the clamour.
"
Loudly have you boasted of your strength,

Thrand, so now let us make a test of it. No viking of

Jomsburg has yet overcome you at hide pulling ;
so choose

now the likeliest of these captives and let him pull against

you, and to add zest to the sport let his life be the stake."

Thrand chose a sturdy looking fellow, and led him before

the Earl saying,
"
here stands Gilli the Pict, the biggest

man of the lot, and surely he will be a great puller ?
"

"
Great he is as all can see," put in Earl Eric, laughing,

"
yet it remains to be seen if he is a good puller. I wager

you my arm-ring, Earl, on Thrand," but the wily Earl

refused the offer.

"
Well, then," said Eric,

"
I wager you, I pick a man to

beat the winner." As he spoke his eye dwelt upon
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Thorkel where he sat, for no man was a better judge of a

champion than was Earl Hakon's son.
"
Agreed," said Sigwald readily,

"
so now let Thrand

pull against the Pict."
"
Three bouts shall decide," suggested Eric cunningly.

"
Nay," said Sigwald,

"
for that would tire my man,

one with Gilli will be enough."
Now two scratches were made upon the floor, and a

spear laid midway between, a strong ox hide was brought,
and both made ready for the contest. Men crowded

round or stood along the benches, and there was much

egging on of one or the other. Loudest among the com-

rades of the Pict cheered one, Ketil the Seal, a weather-

beaten viking, who seemed to have been a leader among
them, and on hearing that voice, Earl Sigwald looked his

way and scowled grimly.

It so happened that these two had met before, and

little love was lost between them.

When Gilli took hold of the hide great was the laughter.
"
Look," cried Helmund Hardaxe,

" how he takes his

stand, with back bent as a bow, knees crooked, and arms

outstretched. Thrand will make short work of him."
" Be not so sure," retorted Ogmund Squint-eye,

"
for

these Picts let go little they take hold of, and a great grip

of the ground he has with those flat feet."

Yet it shortly came about as Helmund had foreseen
;

Gilli's bulk availed him little when pitted against practised

skill. Quickly he was pulled over and had lost the contest.

Thrand swaggered about boasting.
"

Little time I lost

in besting him, for this fellow, big as he is, is no better

than a calf, and now who comes next ?
"

"
Where now is your champion, Earl ?

"
said Sigwald,

turning to Eric, and thus spake Hakon's son :

"
There sits
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on a bench in the middle of the hall a man big as any giant,

who seems to me one it would be ill to go against ;
more

terrible is he than most men I have seen, yet lucky looking,

and I would have his following rather than that of ten

ordinary men. Him I choose to pull for me if he will not

gainsay my request."

So he flattered in the rude fashion of the times, and

Thorkel answered : "I perceive, Earl, you speak at me,

though overmuch you praise, already Thrand and I have

had a wordy tussle, and now I will gladly test my might
with his

"
;

so up he got without delay and laid hold of

the ox hide.
" The best of three bouts shall decide," said Sigwald,

" and now do you set to."
"
First," quoth Thorkel,

"
I have a boon to ask, Lord."

" Name anything in reason, and I will not deny you."
"
Well, then," answered Thorkel,

"
give me the life of

this sturdy Pict, to you a small matter but worth much to

him."
"
That I grant you, win or lose," said the Earl

;
and in

Gilli the Pict, Thorkel made a good friend that day.

Now both strained upon the hide, and here was no

bended back or crooked knee, and for a while there was

little give or take. At last to the onlookers it seemed that

Thorkel' s feet were slipping on the hard clay floor, and

that inch by inch he was losing ground. A yell of triumph
came from the Jomsburgers, but all too soon. The big

Dane grinned, feeling sure he had the game in hand, and

for an instant confidently slacked the tension on the hide.

This was what Thorkel had been hoping for : a tug, sudden

and mighty, lifted Thrand forward, a second such heave

and his feet had touched the spear shaft and he had lost

the bout.
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"
Lucky for you, Icelander, I was all unready when you

gave that great tug," he growled sulkily ;

"
sure am I

some troll must have pulled on your side."
"
Change sides then," answered Thorkel,

"
and you are

welcome to the troll's help."

In the next bout Thorkel altered his plan, and now

pulled as strongly as he could from the outset, and slowly

but surely Thrand was overborne. One last great effort

he made, and changing hold upon the hide, of a sudden

faced about the other way ;
this shift did not baffle Thorkel,

used to such moves
;
he likewise changed his hold, so now

they pulled back to back.

Great was the clamour in the hall, and loud rang the

shouts of Kiartan, Einar and the men of the Crane, and

even Earl Sigwald rose from the dais, and accompanied

by Eric strode forward, eager to see the outcome. The

big Dane's breath came thick and fast, sweat poured from

his brow, and for the first time he felt himself outmatched.

Now Thorkel put forth all his mighty strength, and drew

Thrand with him as though he had been a stripling, till

for the second time his feet had touched the spear shaft,

and sullenly he let go the hide.
" The bout is yours, Icelander," he muttered,

" and such

a man as you I never met before."
"
Aye," cried the delighted Gilli, rubbing his great

hands,
"

for this time, Thrand, in place of calf you held

the bear."



Chapter XIII

The Taunting of Ketil the Seal

OW it must be told, what use Sigwald
had found for the wily Scat-gatherer,

who was no man of might or daring, such

as alone were admitted to the Jomsburg
ranks

; yet here he seemed to come as

one esteemed of great worth, and walked

ubout with head in air and many weapons,
as if he was the hardiest of vikings.

Oddur, even when in Olaf's service, had long been

Sigwald' s news bringer from all quarters, and had earned

great rewards for such work. He could tell where certain

folk had wealth stored ready for the plundering, and could

advise what ransoms should be demanded for prisoners.

He brought tidings of kings and great men who quarrelled

with their kindred, and blood feuds stirred up or settled
;

he could tell moreover, what dowers would be likely given

with high-born women, and whether they were fair to

see.

That night after the feast, the Earl summoned him to

his room in the tower.
"
Give me news," said Sigwald,

"
of the wealth and

power of Olaf Tryggveson, and whether fast and firm he

holds Norway ?
"

Oddur let him know in what lands and isles Olaf's scat

was paid willingly, in what other places the christening

and preaching had stirred up followers of the ancient

168



THE TAUNTING OF KETIL 169

faith against him. In conclusion he said,
"

it may be that

he holds Norway fast and firm, yet it lies in the power of

one man to undo him."
" Who may that be ?

"
asked Sigwald.

" Mean you
Olaf of Sweden, or Eric Hakonson ?

"

" Not these, nor Sweyn Forkbeard, nor any other but

Sigwald, Earl of Jomsburg." Oddur waited expectantly
to see how this would be taken.

Sigwald was flattered but answered warily.
" Such

thought is far from my mind, and rather would I pull

Sweyn of Denmark by his forked beard, though he is my
brother-in-law."

"
In this you show your wisdom, Earl, for an alliance

with Norway will serve you best. Jomsburg is too small a

state for so renowned a warrior to be compassed in, for

hitherto you have gained in wealth and power, but not in

territory. On the one hand you are confronted by Sweyn,
and on the other by Borislaf, the lady Astrida's father."

At mention of his wife Sigwald frowned heavily, for he

was but waiting a chance to divorce her, and already he

was considering what bride might best fill her place ;
but

he hid these thoughts from Oddur, and replied smoothly :

"
I have two brothers, Thorkel, whom you know, and

Heming, and for one of them I will seek a match in

Norway."
Oddur straightway discerned how new he might do

Kiartan a hurt, and at the same time win favour with the

Earl. For a moment he considered, then answered : "I
know of but one lady in Norway who has beauty and

wealth enough to meet your demands, and that is Inge-

borg, the king's sister."
"

I trow she will be well endowed," said Sigwald,
"
but

what of her looks ?
"
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"
All that the heart of man could desire. Tall is she in

stature, and slender, dark her hair and somewhat curling,

clear brown her eyes, the arms white as churning sea

foam, her cheeks glow as does the sky at sunset
; grace-

ful is she as a young pine tree swaying in the summer
breeze."

"
This is a very goddess you have pictured, but surely

mid such perfections, some blemish may be found ?
"

" None is there," said Oddur emphatically,
"

for though
she has a small mole upon her chin, I deem it but a beauty

spot, since it serves to show the exceeding fairness of her

skin, and as for wits and temper
"

"
Enough," said Sigwald enraptured,

"
no doubt these

will match the rest, and on Ingeborg shall our choice

fall."
"
Hold !

"
said Oddur as if the thought had just occurred

to him.
" One thing I had forgotten, the lady is scarce

heart free. She is thought to show favour to a comely
man of the Hird."

"
Tush," said Sigwald scornfully,

"
little heed will she

pay to him, when a noble wooer comes along, for women's

hearts are fickle, and their counsels change as often as the

wind."
" Not so is it with Ingeborg, for men deem that she has

plighted troth."
" With whom ?

"
questioned Sigwald angrily.

" With none other than that long-legged, yellow haired

Icelander, who supped to-night in Jomsburg Hall, and if

you take my rede, Earl, you will see to it, that Kiartan

Olafson wins not back to Norway. King Olaf will have

made you certain promises, why not keep this fellow as

surety for their fulfilment ?
"

Earl Sigwald shook his head.
"

I fear it may not be
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done, for he is here as Olafs envoy, and the risk of offence

would be too great."

For a while Oddur pondered, then a crafty smile stole

over his countenance.
" The wariest wolf is sometimes

to be trapped, and now a plan comes to my mind of a game
I once saw played in Gardarik

; thereby Kiartan can be

held here, yet no offence can Olaf take."

After that they sat late together plotting and con-

triving how best to bring this about.

After this private talk with the Scat-gatherer, Earl

Sigwald showed next morning a somewhat altered face to

Eric Hakonson, whom before this he had often encouraged
in his plots against King Olaf. Eric stepped into his

presence at early day, and demanded in simple, manly
words a direct answer to this question :

"
Will you, Sig-

wald, make one with us against Olaf Tryggveson, or must

we count you amongst our foes ?
"

The Jomsburger smiled dubiously.
" A brave warrior

you are said to be, Eric, and I doubt it not, but little

world wisdom do you show in asking me to pledge myself
thus rashly without any sureties given or offer of reward.

Furthermore this quarrel is not mine. You have your
blood feud for Earl Hakon's death, Olaf the Swede King
has a grudge on Sigrida's account, and Sweyn will go to

war because of Thyri ;
but I can best afford to sit here in

Jomsburg and watch you three play the game, since I

have nought to gain."

Eric's handsome face took on a moody look, for he knew
not what answer to make, and the Jomsburg Earl went on

as though grumbling to himself.
"
Times are not now

what they were, and but little booty have we taken of

late. A great cost, too, it is, to hold so large a band of

vikings together, and indeed the thought has often come to
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me that it would be best to hire ourselves to such a one

as Ethelred of England, who would pay us well for our

services." Now Eric thought the talk had taken an ill

turn, but he hid his chagrin, and answered confidently.
"

It is easy to see that Kolbiorn has had your ear before

me, and no doubt he will have made you many promises,

but none of these will Olaf Tryggveson keep ;
'tis a way

that he hath. Better trust to my word, which has never

yet been broken to friend or foe, that when 1 drive this

interloper out and gain my own again in Norway, the

pledges I have already made you will be faithfully ful-

filled."
"
Ha," sneered Sigwald,

" now you sell the skin before

you have caught the fox, and though the offer you make is

good, any man can pay with promises ;
nor were my

dealings with Hakon such that I should now fall into the

arms of his son. As to King Sweyn, go to him and say
that Sigwald' s sword is kept for him who will pay the

greatest price."
" Now you talk plainly," said Eric contemptuously,

"
and no need for me to dally longer in Jomsburg. Iron-

beak is ready, and now I fare to Denmark and will bear

your message to King Sweyn."

That morning many men had assembled in the court-

yard, and were grouped around the prisoners whom Thrand

had brought ashore. Kiartan, Thorkel and Einar were

there with the rest, but Kolbiorn had gone ashore to the

Burg, to give greeting to Astrida, the Earl's wife.

Midmost of that throng stood Ketil the Seal, a man most

viking-like in mien, and he was busy in relating the Saga
of Earl Hakon' s fight with the Jomsburgers at Hod Isle

in Hiorunga Fiord, and all deemed that he told it well.
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It so happened that Ketil himself had fought in that

battle, on the Jomsburgers' side, but afterwards he had

quarrelled with Earl Sigwald and gone his own ways.

Very bitter was he against the Earl, and presently this

was to be shown in his telling of the story, but at first

all was praise.
"
There," said he,

"
befell the grimmest battle, for

hardily, hard and handily fought the vikings of Jomsburg,
and little good were shields to men that day, for clean

through them they shot, and so great was the brunt of

weapons about Earl Hakon that his byrnie was all rent

and perished, and at last he cast it from him. There fought
warriors whom any lord might well be proud to have

behind him. Foremost ef these I name Vagn Akison,

worthy son of Palnatoki's line, Biorn the Britisher from

Bretland, and Bui of Bornholm, no less a man than he.

Next I name Aslak, against whom neither sword nor axe

availed, but one heaved at his head an anvil, and there-

with was he slain. Last I name Havard Hoggvandi, by
some deemed the first among these champions ;

he it was

who fought on manfully after both legs were hewed from

under him. Yet even such mighty men as these could

not hope to overcome with niddering for leader.
"

I was a prowman on Earl Sigwald's ship, and saw all

that came about. About mid-even, when the fight was

waging fiercest, and Hakon's men were ready to fly, we
saw a cloud, small as a man's cloak, and black as the mouth
of Muspelheim, rise up out of the north. Soon it over-

spread the whole sky, and from it there came a shower

of wondrous heavy hail, that beat so strongly in our faces

that it was hard to stand against it : then it was that

Hakon's men took heart and drew up again.
" '

This is the worst of witchcraft,' cried Earl Sigwald,
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and yonder on the prow of Hakon's ship stands worker

of our woe. A great troll-wife I have seen there since

this hail began. She points at us, and forth from every

finger flies an arrow, and behold each arrow that she sends

is some man's bane.'
"
Soon again the Earl cried out in mickle fear :

' Now
there are two of them, and I will stand this no longer ;

come let us flee, for though we have vowed to fight with

men, we cannot face these fiends from Hel.' With that

he slashed at the lashings of the ship, and called on us to

row out of the battle.
"
Vagn Akison hurled a spear after him, and with it

went the taunt of
'

coward/ and this was deemed most

dire disgrace."
" Not so," interrupted hardy Thrand,

"
for had I been

there, brave as I am, I had fled as fast as did the Earl,

from two such Hel-hags as fought on Hakon's side."

Ketil laughed.
" You had fled then from two scare-

crows, for afterwards I learned that these were only poles

of wood, on which the heads of he-goats had been hoisted,

with sea-tangle hung about the horns for hair, and wide

cloaks flapping round them." A strange hush had fallen

upon the crowd, and now no one laughed, but still Ketil

rambled on, all unconscious of the fact that now the

Earl stood amongst them listening.
"
Why these long faces and solemn looks," said he,

" and is the tale told so ill ? But now give ear and I will

sing a stave at which you cannot fail to laugh, for it tells

of Sigwald's home faring from Hod Isle."
" That song you shall not live to sing," roared an angry

voice, and turning, Ketil found himself face to face with

the Earl. Fury blazed in his eyes.
"
Seize these men,"

he commanded,
"

all of them
;

such serpents shall not
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live to strike at us again, for now they shall learn that still

to be dreaded is the wrath of the Lord of the Vikings of

Jomsburg."

Quickly his order was obeyed, and the nine captives were

led to a bench in the courtyard. Here their hands were

tied behind their backs, and they sat awaiting their doom.

Arnkil Ox-foot was appointed to behead them
;
he was

a big, burly, ill-looking man, and bore in his hand a gleam-

ing sax, broad bladed, heavy and keen edged. By him

stood one, Killing-Kol, smiling grimly, whose task it was

to hold the heads while Arnkil hewed them off.

Three wounded men were first led forward. Leisurely

Arnkil walked to where they knelt, and with three swift

strokes cut off the heads.
"
There," he cried, turning to the onlookers for approval,

"
that is what I call quick shaving."
"
True, most skilled of barbers," said Kol,

"
quick

shaving, but swifter healing. Three good strokes, three

better cures, and no wound balm needed."

The fourth, an elderly man, was now led out, and Arnkil

asked him how he liked his death.
"

I like it well," he answered,
"

for I have lived out the

best years of my life
;
but do you strike the blow to my

face, and look carefully whether I wince or not."
" A mighty bold fellow this," said Kol,

"
let's see if

he makes good his boast."

Arnkil hove the sword aloft, whirling it round his head

so quickly that it whistled in the air
;

then he made as

though to strike, but stopped the blow ere it could fall.

A murmur of admiration rose from the crowd, as the

doomed warrior calmly asked if they had seen him even

blink.
"
Not so," replied Arnkil,

"
and a pity you must die,
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for never have I seen such hardihood." He paused a

moment eyeing him compassionately.
"
Hurry up," said Kol,

"
and do not keep the others

waiting." Then Arnkil struck the fatal blow.

The fifth was brought forward, and Arnkil asked the

same question.
"

I like very well to die," he answered,
"
but pay great

heed to what I now say. We vikings have often thought
a man may know something after his head has been cut

off very quickly. Lo, I will count aloud, and when it

comes to nine, do you strike a hard and quick blow
;
then

if I know aught, I will finish the count to ten."

Arnkil laughed heartily.
" You will scarce have

breath enough for that," he said. Then that count began,

and when it came to nine, he struck as hard and sharply

as he could. Off flew the head, and Kol swore stoutly

that it cried ten ere it reached the ground.

The next led out was a tall bold looking fellow, with a

very serious countenance.
"

I have seen many a merrier

face," quoth Arnkil, as he asked him how he liked his

death.
"

I like it well," was the answer,
"
but one question I

would ask of you first."

"
Speak on," said Arnkil,

"
if that will ease your mind."

" What is it that you keep so closely hidden beneath

your seat in the Earl's hall o' nights ?
"

Arnkil scratched his head doubtfully as he leaned upon
his sword.

"
My wallet that will be mostlike," he said

at length.
"
There you are out," cried the viking gleefully,

"
for

well I noted how you tucked away those great splay feet

of yours, lest men should wonder at their hideousness."
" You are the greatest wretch," said Arnkil, as he dealt

his death blow.
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"
Well asked and better answered," said Thorkel Hak,

"
that fellow pleased me well."
"
Hush," said Kiartan,

"
listen to what the next will

say."

The seventh man was now led forward to where Arnkil

hewed off the heads
; but when he heard the sword

whistling in the air, he uttered a sound like a sheep bleating.

Arnkil stopped the blow just in time, and asked him what

that noise might mean.

The man lifted his head, and looking knowingly at the

crowd, answered : "It came to my mind of a sudden, how

strange it is that Lambi's son kneels here, and Arnkil

Ox-foot stands by to slay him
;

with that he sang this

rhyme :

" Lamb am I, and Ox are you ;

Ox from Lamb the head doth hew."

Whereupon he bleated again, and all present laughed most

heartily, but Arnkil, furious, dealt the blow.

The next brought forward was a fine looking young man,
with long golden hair as fine as silk, which he would have

Kol twist up for him most carefully, remarking mean-

time :

" The maidens at home have been fond of stroking

this hair of mine, and I would not like it to be bloodied."

Arnkil now heaved up the sword
;
but at that, the youth

shrieked out as though in fear :

"
hold ! I crave for

mercy."
"
So," said the Earl in a satisfied tone,

"
at last we

have found a coward among the batch, and what man's

son are you ?
"

"
Ednoth am I, by some named Nimbletoe, son of Edwy

the Ealdorman, and never need my father blush for me.

No coward men deem me, I did but crave mercy for a

fly which had settled on my neck. Know," he added,
12
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I am of English birth, and was brought up by the monks
of Canterbyrga, the most tender hearted of men, and this

they taught me, always to show kindness to the meanest

creatures
;
but now we need delay no longer, for it hath

taken flight
"

;
and stretching forth his neck he called on

Arnkil to strike.
"
Stay," cried Sigwald raising his hand,

"
to one so

merciful, mercy must be shown, so in my bodyguard, you,

Ednoth, shall have place, though there, I trow, you will

find some who think little of killing flies."

Now it had come to the turn of Ketil the Seal, and he

was last upon the bench. Arnkil was about to ask the

usual question, when the Earl stepped forward.
"
Hold

your peace/' said he, "for I will have a word with him

myself
"

;
then added smiling somewhat,

" how like you
this death, Ketil ?

"

"
I like not at all to die without knowing one thing,"

replied the viking.
" What might that be ?

"
said Sigwald, but afterwards

he was sorry he had asked.

Ketil grinned, showing white teeth through his grizzled

beard, as looking the Earl boldly in the face he demanded :

" What said your wife Astrida, Borislaf's daughter, when

you came back to her from Hakon's battle after all that

great avowing, without scar or scathe, you and your

thirty ships, leaving your braver comrades to be captured
and killed ?

"

Sigwald gripped his sword, and great was his wrath

that such mockery should be made of him. He stood

sternly silent for a moment, and not a man there durst

smile.
"

I will not bandy words with such as you, Ketil,"

he said at length.
"
Seize him, men, and throw him down

upon Skull-hammer."
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Ketil laughed loudly.
"
Death fated I niay be, Earl,

but doom does not come to me from your hands." He
had loosened his bonds as he sat on the bench, and now
with a bound, he freed himself from the thralls who held

him, hurled himself upon Arnkil Ox-foot, snatched the

sword from his grasp, and dealt him a blow which was

his bane : then before any could stop him, he seized a

shield and leaped on the broad wall surrounding the court-

yard. Now men ran forward shouting, and one hurled a

spear at him, but he caught this as it flew and flung it

back, and it was the death of that man who threw it.

Thus he ran upon the wall, till he came to the level space

above Skull-hammer
;

here he leaped down, and running
out to the edge of the cliff turned at bay.

In this narrow place but one could come against him at

a time, and while he awaited the onset, he mocked at

the Earl, chanting this song :

" Heard ye, oh heroes,

Skald in the high-hall,

Tireless word-tamer

Laud Jomsburg's great leader ?

Told he no tale then

Of fearless one's faring

From Hiorunga Fiord,

From sea-strife by Hod Isle :

Made he no mention

Of Bui or Sigurd,

Of anvil slain Aslak,

Or Havard Hoggvandi ?

Sang he no song then

Of Vagn the valiant,

Or spear that he sped at

The homeward bound Sigwald ?



i8o SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

Wide spread the wings of

His Reindeer of Breezes,

As fast o'er the Gull-track,

Swift from the spear storm,

Down through the Dane Sound,
Southward to Jomsburg,
Homeward from Hod Isle

Flew Hater of Fight.

Spake from the door of

The Skali, Astrida,

Hearthmate and helpmate
Of Sigwald the Haughty ;

' War-bath is warmed now
And wound-leek is waiting :

Lay bare the bane

Of the Serpent of Battle.'

War-bath and wound leek,

Good wife she had wasted,
Unscathed and unscarred

Fled this hero from Hakon :

Though fast was his flight then

I ween that full faster

He fled from the word-strife

Of Borislaf's daughter."

The warriors who listened to that song, whispered

together, and some said,
"

this death fated skald speaks

truths, which none dare breathe who hope to live." As

to some of Eric's men who still tarried amid the throng,

they could not keep back a cheer
;

whereat Sigwald
black as thunder scowled at them, and shouted to his

men to run forward at once and kill the mocker.
" Now is your cowardice proved, Earl," scoffed Ketil

;

"
you bid others go forward where you yourself will not

venture."
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Then a young viking eager for distinction rushed against

him, and that combat was but short, for Ketil cut him

asunder at the middle. After that he grew fey, and

chanted a wild viking death song, tossing his sword and

catching it as it fell, while he dared any to come on. First

one and then another rushed in, but no man's luck was

better than another's, for Ketil's blows came home and

clove through bone and marrow.
" Take my thanks, Earl," he called,

"
good weapons

have you here in Jomsburg, and Arnkil Ox-foot spent well

his time, when he whetted such a keen edge on this

sword."

The vikings drew back now and took hasty counsel.
"
Fetch bows," commanded the Earl,

"
line the walls of

the courtyard and shoot him down."

Soon Ketil's shield bristled with shafts, and some

pierced him. Now he felt his end draw on. He flung his

shield from him, and the sword went circling to the sea.

All stood silent, waiting eagerly for his last words.
"
Hear me, Earl Sigwald and ye Jomsburgers," he cried.

"
I like my death well, as did all my comrades. This is

a man's death, and for me the Valkyrs wait, Bifrost

Bridge lies open, and many will welcome me in Val-hal
;

hither can come no man who ever turned his back in

battle : such fate, Earl, awaits dastards like thee.'
'

He staggered to the brink of the cliff, and waving his

hand to the vikings leaped downwards. So died Ketil

the Seal on Skull-hammer.



Chapter XIV

Over] Skull-Hammer

3LBIORN came from the Burg, ponder-

ing much over his talk with Astrida the

Earl's wife, to whom he had brought

King Olaf's gifts, and she had promised
to do all in her power to pacify Earl

Borislaf for the loss of Thyri.
"
This

should not be hard," she said,
"
from all

1 have heard, one week of that lady's

company sufficed him. She so wept and wailed and com-

plained of everything, that he was quite relieved at her

going. I would have wished a better wife for Olaf, who
was a loving husband to Geira, my dead sister." Then she

went on to tell Kolbiorn how ill matters stood between

herself and Earl Sigwald, and that they were likely soon to

part.
"
If he pledges friendship," she said,

"
fear him more

than open foe, so false and crafty is Jomsburg's Earl."

These warning words echoed in the Marshal's mind as

he entered the courtyard, where now no traces were left of

that morning's bloodshed, and there he saw Sigwald

pacing up and down with angry brows, and none had dared

to speak with him since the taunting of Ketil. Most of

all was he enraged that the envoys had been present, and

heard the chant of his flight from Hod Isle, and well

pleased was he now to see Earl Eric's men mustering to

join their lord aboard the Iron-beak.

Kiartan now bade farewell to his kinsman Skuli, and

182
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little did either guess where their next meeting place

would be, and what marvellous happenings were fated to

come about ere that befell.
" And now," said Kolbiorn,

"
our mission is sped and

our ship is ready for sea, and with the flow of the tide

we, too, will be away."

Sigwald overheard these words and halted in his stride.
"
Yet time there is, Kolbiorn," he said,

"
for your

company to witness the avowing of a Jomsburg Viking,

and Ednoth the Englisher whose life I spared will now be

sworn in."
"
Well and good," replied Kolbiorn,

"
yet I trust we

may not miss the tide, for fain am I to haste with these

good tidings, and King Olaf will rejoice at the answer

you send."

Now was a bustle and a stir at the Earl's command,
and he signed for Oddur to approach.

"
Little time is

left to you," he said,
"

for the Crane is all boun. How
fare matters ?

"

Oddur's voice sank to a whisper :

" The cage is open,
the bait is set, and it but remains to drive the bear."

They led the Englishman forthwith to an altar, in a god-
house hard by the hall, whereon was a ring for oath-taking
as was the wont, and above it stood a goodly silver image
of a bearded man.

"
Swear now by Thor," said the Earl

"
to keep faith

with us in all ways, as laid down in Palnatoki's laws,

wherein you have been instructed, and repeat after me the

words of the oath."

Ednoth looked the image up and down with a merry
twinkle in his eye, then he laughed outright.

"
By my

troth," said he,
"
do you call him Thor who stands there,

wielding not a hammer but a key, and I know of some in
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Canterbyrga who would be astounded to hear Saint Peter

so misnamed."
"

It may be even as you say," said Sigwald,
"
and as like

as not the image came from Lundaborg or those parts ;
for

now I mind me that when we weighed Sweyn Twi-beard

like a sheep upon the scales for his ransoming, last of all

his fellows threw it on the pile, ere the beam stood level,

and very loth was Sweyn to part with it, deeming it had

brought him great luck in all his harryings. But enough

proceed and swear
; by Thor or Peter, small odds does it

make to the Vikings of Jomsburg."
The ceremony over, Thrand spoke out.

"
Now, Lord,

it behoves us to test the strength of our new comrade."
"
So be it," replied the Earl, and he led the way behind

the hall, to a remote angle of the courtyard, where they
saw upon a slab of stone set somewhat above the level of

the ground, a great rounded boulder.
"
This we call Styrbiorn's Sling-stone," said Earl Sig-

wald,
"
and well I remember how he bore it from the beach

upon his shoulders, up all those flights of steps, and laid

it here. Twelve ells he hove it to a hair's breadth then,

nor took a second heave
;
and though we had strong men

in Jomsburg in that day, not one could equal this. Some
few came near to him, however, and their names are carven

on the stone, and now, Ednoth, let me see you shoulder it."

Forth stepped the Englishman gaily.
"
Ednoth Nimble-

toe some have named me," said he,
" and liefer would I

run a race than tackle such a job, yet I will have a try at

it." With something of an effort he heaved it up waist

high.
"
Get you more beneath it, man," cried Thrand,

"
so

can you use your strength to best advantage."
" Good advice, sure enough," grunted Ednoth,

"
but
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should I fall with it on top, flat would I be as any
flounder."

" Beware lest you drop it on your toes," cried Ogmund
Squint-eye,

"
for if you do, less nimble will they be here-

after."
"
See how he dandles it like any babe," cried Helmund.

"
Enough of this Jomsburg nursling have I had," said

Ednoth, and setting it down he heaved a deep sigh of

relief.

Now Thorkel Hak eyed it eagerly.
"

It minds me of

one I tossed at Meyar-Skarth," he said,
"
whereon Orm

Storolfson the Strong had set his name. He was the

mightiest of all men born in our land, and this would have

been a pebble to him."
" We have all heard of Orm," said Thrand in a loud voice,

" and a pity that no such men come out of Iceland now."
" Some would differ from you there," retorted Thorkel

promptly,
"

for there are those who deem that I myself
am not so far behind that Orm, and now I will show you."
He bared his arms as he spoke, but here Earl Sigwald

interposed.
"
Already, Thorkel, we have had proof

enough of your strength, but here stands Kiartan, son of

Olaf Peacock, and of him great things are told. High
honour will it be for him to have his name carved there

amongst the others."
"

I will not gainsay you in this, Earl," said Kiartan, and

throwing his cloak to Einar, he strode forward to the

stone, then looking keenly at the runes he read for all to

hear :

"
Styrbiorn the Stark

Heaved me twelve ells his mark."

"
There, nigh to the courtyard wall," put in the Earl,

" we still retain the measure of his throw."
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Kiartan read on :

: '

Aki Palnatoki's son, nine ells no

less, Bui of Bornholm, eight ells achieved
; Biorn, the

Broadwicker, scant one ell short of Styrbiorn
'

;
A well

known name in Iceland that
;

Biorn is the doughtiest of

men, yet here I see that Hardy Thrand has equalled him."
"
That did I in truth," said Thrand,

"
and presently I

will pick that boulder up and show you."
"
Listen to this," exclaimed Ednoth the Englisher, who

still stood by :

" '

King Sweyn Twi-beard tried me, but

gat nought done.' I wish that could be said of his harrying
in England."

"
Thord, my skald, cut that," said Sigwald, laughing at

the memory,
" and little pleased was Sweyn thereat.

But now that you have conned the runes upon the stone,

Kiartan, this I will tell you, that a goodly gift comes to

every man who tosses it five ells or more
;

will you accept

of that ?
"

"
Never will I balk at gift thus courteously offered,"

answered Kiartan, and grasping the boulder firmly by its

ends, he swung it up upon his shoulder.
" Now then,"

he cried, his blue eyes dancing with delight,
"
where is

the measure of that great heave of Styrbiorn's ?
"

Out ran Helmund Hard-axe, and set his foot upon the

mark.
"
There, Icelander, and see that you do not over-

step the slab whereon you stand."

For a moment Kiartan stood poising the boulder, sum-

moning his strength for a mighty effort, then with a

forward bound, and a quick half turn of his muscular

body, and powerful impetus of arms and shoulders he

launched it forth. Out it went in a sweeping curve,

and striking the coping of the courtyard wall, well beyond

Styrbiorn's mark, rolled over and disappeared from view
;

then a resounding plunge told that it had reached the sea.
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Loudly cheered the Jomsburg Vikings, but louder still

the men of the Crane, for the feat was a great one.

"Now, Thrand," shouted Thorkel derisively, "do you
make good your boast, and pick that pebble up."

Kiartan turned and saw that Oddur had come forward

to where the Earl was, and wore an exulting look upon
his face.

Then spoke Sigwald.
" A wondrous well-knit man art

thou, Kiartan, and though we have lost somewhat of a

treasure in that stone, I will not complain ; greater our

gain, since to-day we welcome to our company the grand-
son of Egil Skallagrim's son, and now to know my meaning,
read the runes on the slab where the boulder lay."

" Now his pride is taken down a peg," muttered Oddur,
as over Kiartan's face there passed a darkening frown, for

on the slab these words were freshly scribed, and he saw

that a trap had been laid for him, as he read :

" Who heaves me but five ells

In Jomsburg, viking dwells."

" No need for such sour looks," said Sigwald,
" and

none will say but you are welcome here : a good Joms-

viking you will make."
"
Surely, Lord, you do but jest

"
; protested Kiartan,

whilst Thorkel fixed Oddur with a threatening gaze.

To this Earl Sigwald deigned no reply, but turned to

the Marshal.
"
Give greeting to King Olaf, Kolbiorn,"

said he,
" and thank him for his gifts. Tell him of the

game that was played here, how in Jomsburg we toss with

heavy dice, and that I have won a man of him in one throw.

Kiartan Olafson stays here as surety for your master's

promises."

Kolbiorn looked grave and stroked his beard, weighing
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well his answer. He knew of Olaf's urgent desire to secure

the Jomsburger's support, so did not dare deny his claim

to Kiartan, though ill he liked the trickery, and feared that

worse might follow from Oddur's malice. At last he spoke.
"
In such contest of wits, Earl, you are more than our

match, yet I hope you will not hold Kiartan here against

his own will or his King's."
"
Fare forth on thy journey, Kolbiorn, with an easy

mind," replied Sigwald.
"
Before many days I will

follow thee to Nid-mouth, and King Olaf can then tell me
his mind on this matter

;
meantime Kiartan shall have

high place among my warriors."

Kolbiorn bade Kiartan farewell, counselling wisdom and

patience, and sadly enough his comrades parted from him.

His heart sank as at Sigwald' s orders the heavy gates of

the courtyard closed behind them, and now he wondered

what the Princess Ingeborg would think, to see the ship

come home without her lover.

The vikings crowded to the walls to see the ship sail

out. The Iron-beak was already out of sight behind the

isles, and now arose a deep sea chant, as those aboard

the Crane hove up the anchor.

As Kiartan stood moodily watching this scene, a voice

sounded in his ear. Oddur stood there by his side.
"
Why

so glum, Icelander ?
"
he said :

"
you have but changed a

bad master for a good, and here in Jomsburg a man may
soon gain riches. But perhaps your heart is sad for the

fair Christian maid, King Olaf's sister. Know then, that

thoughts of her need trouble you no more. Shortly will

Sigwald sail to Nidaros upon a wooing journey ;
with him

goes his brother Thorkel the High, the hopefullest of men,
for whom he will claim the Princess Ingeborg."

Kiartan started, and his brow flushed with indignation,
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for now he clearly saw what lay behind Earl Sigwald's

plot. A fierce determination possessed him to frustrate

their deeply laid designs, and escape at all hazards. Then

he bethought him of Ketil's leap to death
; yet he

pondered,
" some have come safely over Skull-hammer

and so might I."

Meanwhile the Crane had got her anchor aboard. Kol-

biorn the Marshal stood on the lypting by the steersman,

whilst in the prow were Thorkel Hak and Einar. The

oars flashed in unison, as they churned the water into

foam
;
and out flew the great sail, bellying to the wind,

gaudy with alternate stripes of red and blue. Kolbiorn

waved a parting farewell to Earl Sigwald on his tower,

then looked around the walls and ramparts crowded with

swarthy vikings, and his eye caught the figure of a tall

golden-haired man, who stood upon the cliff above Skull-

hammer.
"
Kiartan seems bent on some great deed," cried Thorkel,

"
so steer you in close by the ness, Kolbiorn, not long will

he bide in Jomsburg." Loudly then rang his hail :

"
Come,

comrade ! Come by the Raven's Roadway !

"

His shout was echoed by another from the Joms-vikings,

as running forward a dozen paces, Kiartan leaped out far

from the cliff. Every eye was fixed in wonder and in

waiting dread, as his swiftly falling form rushed through
the air towards the merciless rock below

;
but as falls

the swooping gannet on its prey, so fell Kiartan, cleaving

the clear green depths out beyond Skull-hammer. Quickly
his yellow head reappeared, and with arms circling in

powerful strokes, he swam for the Norway ship.

Oddur ran forward snatching a bow, and calling loudly

for the boom to be lowered
;

but at that moment there

spoke out the clear notes of a trumpet from the Earl's
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tower, giving signal for the way to remain open, and Sig-

wald with an angry gesture waved to Oddur to desist.

Willing hands were by now hauling Kiartan aboard, and

as the ship rowed out between the towers, he went to the

lypting, and stood there gazing back in triumph.
Earl Sigwald looked down on him from high.

"
By the

Head of Mimir !

"
he said,

"
I envy King Olaf two of his

possessions. One of these is his ship Long-serpent, the

other his hirdsman, Kiartan the Icelander."



"Come by the Ravens' Roadway."





Chapter XV
Gudruna at Spakona-Fell

EANTIME the Swan fared on her

trading voyage, and Kalf Asgeirson had

good luck in all his ventures in every
land to which they came. First they
sailed south-over-sea to Nordumbra-

land in England, and put in at

Skardaborg, where was a thronged

cheaping-stead. There Ulfkel Snilling,

King Ethelred's son-in-law, held sway. Afterwards they
were of two minds, whether they should venture up Temis

to Lundaborg, for at this time shipmen from Norway had

a cold welcome there, and no wonder. Scarce six years
had passed since Olaf Tryggveson, then a viking plunderer,

had sailed up the river with King Sweyn Forkbeard,

ravaging and harrying as far as Staines. Next year they

brought a fleet of ninety-four .ships to Lundaborg, and

would have burnt it but for the bravery and stout defence

of the citizens
;
then on they went and wrought along the

coasts the utmost evil that any army had ever done. All

that winter they camped at Southampton, and here it

was that Olaf got instruction in the Christian Faith, thus

fulfilling the prediction of the hermit whom he had met in

Syllinger Isles. At length King Ethelred persuaded his

Witan to pay off these raiders, and a grant was made of

sixteen thousand pounds of money. In return for this

both Sweyn and Olaf pledged themselves never to come

191
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in war again to England. That covenant was well kept

by Olaf, not so by Sweyn.
Then the Swan went south past Humra Mouth, and on

into the Temis. They anchored close in by the Danish

trading port of Sudvirki, nigh the bridge, and there got

a choice lading, not only of woollen stuffs of English

make, but silks and pell from Valland and the Southern

lands, and broidered work from the far East.

Next they fared on to Bretland as Wales was then named,
and then across to Dublin, thence to Man, but Godred the

Earl there gave them no welcome. Wrathful was he against

all Icelanders, since the time when Nial's sons, Helge and

Grim, with Kari Solmundson had come there a-viking,

and slain a son of his in battle.

They sailed on by Cantire and the Suderey Isles, and came

at last to Hrossey, where Earl Sigurd greeted them well,

and purchased for Donada, his Scottish bride, whatever

she desired of the choice goods from Lundaborg.

Sigurd questioned Bolli eagerly about Hundi, and was

glad to hear of the care and kindness shown to him by
Ingeborg, and that he was well in health, but always

longing for his Orkney home.

Bolli went on to tell of Kiartan's doings in Norway, and

how he had won fame with the King, and favour with his

sister the Princess.
"

It is most likely," said he,
"
that it will yet come to a

match between them, and that Olaf will not say against

it. My foster-brother is a high-born man, and may right-

fully look for such a bride."

Sigurd took this news ill, but hid his thoughts, for he

had sometimes considered that he would well like Olaf

Peacock's son to wed with a lady of his own kindred if

he came again to Hrossey.
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Bolli was in haste to be gone, and with a fair wind they
stood out into the main, nor is there aught to relate of

this voyage, for they made a good landfall near Ingolf's

Head, and soon hove in to Borgarfirth in safety ;
then

taking horse without delay he rode northward through the

Dales, and so home to Herdarholt.

Needless to say, he had a right hearty welcome

there, and many were the questions he was asked

as to how Kiartan fared and what had delayed his

returning.

With bated breath the household sat around, listening

to him relating the story of their journey : of their dealings

with Trond of Gate their reception by their kinsman,

Earl Sigurd of the Scat-gatherer's guile and enmity of

King Olaf's wrath and Ingeborg's friendship, and how at

last they had won the King's favour.

Olaf Peacock was most pleased to hear how his son had

overcome the king at swimming, but when Ingeborg was

mentioned dame Thorgerda's eyes shone with delight.
"

I trust," said she,
"
that he will wed this noble lady

and bring her out to Iceland, and much I would give to

see the face of Oswif's daughter when this news is brought
to her."

Bolli lost no time in going about his own wooing, and

next day he rode forth early to Saelingsdale. His heart

beat fast with mingled hope and dread as he struck with

his sword hilt on the house door. It drew aside to show

the haggard face of Thorhalla who cried aloud in wonder,

for no news had come as yet of Bolli's return.

She welcomed him most heartily, but his brow darkened

as she exclaimed : "a pity that Gudruna is not here her-

self to greet you. She has gone this very morning to visit

Snorri, who is as much as ever her counsellor and closest

13
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friend
;

but now she seeks to fathom the future deeper
than his wisdom can reach, and with this in view will go
on to the cavern of Hildagrimma the Spakona-wife, who
has greatest skill in foretelling of fortune and of fate, and

to what she is told there Gudruna is likely to give heed.

Much she desires to wed again, and hath no lack of suitors,

but indeed her heart is set upon Kiartan still, and from

this seeress she hopes to learn if he will come back to her

again."
"
She might have spared that journey, then," said Bolli,

"
for this I know, that Kiartan's love is given to the

Princess Ingeborg of Norway ;
and he is like to wed her

before long ;
but here I have come at Gudruna's own be-

hest, with love unchanged, and wealth won, in hope to

claim her as my bride, and to this end I look for your help

and guidance, Thorhalla."

She drew him then within doors, and for a while they
sat deep in converse together. With little delay after this

Bolli took horse again and rode away in all haste.

Gudruna was that night at Snorri's house at Helgafell,

and when she had told him of her errand, the wily law-

man shook his head doubtfully and said :

"
there should

be wit enough between you and me, Gudruna, to decide

this matter without aid from this wrinkled hag. Full

time it is for you to wed again. The loveliest woman in

Iceland has sat over long lonely by her father's fire, and

now the rumour goes abroad that she waits in vain for

one who will not come." .

Gudruna's eyes flashed angrily beneath her knitted brows.
"

'Tis not for want of wooers that I bide thus alone, and

that full many know, whose suit I have disdained
; yet,

Snorri, I shall take it ill if in the end these have the laugh
of me, and now I begin to see where I have erred in not
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binding Kiartan with a vow. Since he crossed the sea,

ever do I long for his returning, and I have not set eyes

on one that can compare with him in any way. If I

knew for certain that he would come back again unwed

in a year's time, or even two, I would still wait for him
;

but certain news has come to me that Ingeborg, the King's

sister, has set her heart upon him, and since then I have

known no peace of mind. If by her skill in wizardry,

Hildagrimma can foretell the future to me, I will know
what course to take, and judge the time well spent in

coming here."

Next morning Snorri gave orders to a thrall to saddle

two horses, and make ready to guide Gudruna to the

cavern, where the seeress gave forth her utterances of

fate and foreknowledge.
"
Stay not overlong there," he said at parting,

"
for

it is an evil place at all times, and at night the abode of

shape-changers and restless spirits."

Then forth she sped, towards where the rugged mass of

Spakona-fell showed clearly in the morning air, with the

unruffled expanse of Swan-firth glittering in the sunshine

at its base.

They crossed a neck of land near where Thor's River

flows swiftly to the sea, and then the thrall pointed to the

south.
"
There lies the valley, and on days when the

cauldrons are astir, the steam from them may be seen

even from here."

They followed a sheep path now which wound in and

out among scattered blocks of lava through which the

wind whistled and moaned eerily, and soon entered the

mouth of the gorge.
" We must dismount here," said the thrall.

" The horses

cannot go further, and you must climb on and up to where
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the Spakona has her abode, yonder where the valley ends

against the side of the fell."

Gudruna bade him feed the horses and there await her

return, then, gathering her cloak about her, faced the

ascent, till at length in the wall of black rock before her

the mouth of a cavern showed itself. Before it stood the

squat figure of a woman with a staff in her hand, who seemed

to be already awaiting her approach. She was old and

withered, her parchment-like skin deeply seamed, her

snow white hair hung loosely down over strange deep-set

eyes, in which a weird gleam shone. Gudruna knew well,

though never before had she met her face to face, that this

could be no other than Hildagrimma, daughter of Kotkel,

the most famed of all Spakonas in Iceland.

She was dressed with a certain dignity. Her hood was

of black lambs' wool, with a lining of white fur, and her

long blue robe was ornamented with strange embroideries
;

at her girdle hung a bag of fox-skin, and hairy shoes were

bound with long thongs about her feet. Her staff was

shod with a bronze spike, and its crook inset with

crystals.
"
Welcome, Gudruna, daughter of Oswif," said the

seeress in a high-pitched tremulous voice.
"
Nay, wonder

not that I am prepared for your coming. The Goblin of

the Cauldron murmured your name last night as I slept,

and great portents must follow
;
he does not bestir himself

for a little thing."

Gudruna was impressed with awe, and answered :

"
Let your redes be good or ill, I will not shrink from

hearing them."
"
Follow me, then," said Hildagrimma,

"
follow me and

fear not, though here dwells one, at sight of whom the

hearts of bravest men might turn to water." She led the
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way on into the cavern, which was filled by a brooding

twilight, lit fitfully by lurid gleams from the embers of a

fire of turf and twigs. Hildagrimma kindled at it a torch

of twisted birch, which she held aloft, so that Gudruna
saw more clearly around her. It was a lofty cavern of

dark rock, in which were sparkling lustrous substances,

shining from the roof, and streaking the walls with re-

flections as of fire. Skins of sheep and oxen littered the

floor, and a rude couch filled a niche. The Spakona

passed on through it, followed by her companion. The

walls narrowed and the roof fell to meet them, till they
were forced to stoop and go with care, but at length the

bright light of day smote on their sight, through an

irregular arched opening. Hildagrimma halted and,

clutching Gudruna' s arm, she whispered : "Be not

dismayed, though Muspelheim's Mouth is nigh and

Surtur's fires burn fiercely. The ground quakes,

goblins struggle to be free, yet I trust no harm will come

to thee."

They passed through the archway, and found themselves

in a vast circular amphitheatre, bounded on all sides by
towering shattered ridges of bare lava. With bewildered

eyes Gudruna saw great columns of white vapour rise

quivering through the still air. A thunderous volume of

sound fell suddenly upon her ear, the rock walls trembled.

She shuddered as, falteringly, she picked her way after

the witch among blue pools of scalding water across the

throbbing floor of the crater.

Most wondrous and most to be dreaded were three

great pits, filled with black boiling mud. The largest was

strangely agitated, and the ground around it shook con-

tinually. It was as if some giant troll writhed and struggled

beneath, striving to escape from its murky depths. The
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black mud rose up in waves, and broke with a frenzied

roaring against the crumbling walls of the pit. Above all

the shrieking and bellowing sounds a shrill whistling was

audible, coming and going : to this the Spakona-wife
seemed to pay much heed.

"
It was Kotkel, my father,"

said she,
" who first discovered this awesome place, and

he it was who taught me to interpret the voices, which at

times are to be heard here. After his slaying I fled here

for refuge and now the spirits have come to know me well

and answer at my call." She squatted now on the brink

of the great cauldron and gazed down a while upon the

seething mud, then beckoned for Gudruna to draw nearer.

At this summons she stepped forward over the hot and

quaking soil, her courage only maintained by her uncon-

trollable desire to gain knowledge of how it fared with

Kiartan, and whether she might yet count upon his love.

Gaining the edge of the pit, she crouched there by the

witch's side awaiting what might come.
"
Chant with me," commanded Hildagrimma.

" He
who is within desires to hear the voice of his suppliant.

Nay, shrink not back, he will not rise before our gaze in

the light of day. Only in the winter nights, when the

witch-fires glimmer in the north, have I seen the shape

leap up through the vapours and soar aloft, as if longing

to join the dance of the spirits in the sky. But the power
that holds him captive is ever too strong, and after brief

struggle, he sinks again down, down, till the black pool

closes over him, and there he must lie and writhe in the

realm of darkness. There in that dreadful region all the

secrets of futurity are known, and these can be learned by
those who understand the voices

;
therefore chant with me :

I invoke the spirit, and tell him now your heart's desire."

Then she sang in a thin quavering tone :
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" From Muspelheim's midst,

Dweller in flame,

Come when we call

Though we utter no name
;

We wake not that word

Which bindeth the thunder,
Lest fire might upleap,

And mountains might sunder.

Through curtains of smoke
And fountains of fire,

Come at her call

And hear her desire.

Be it news of the dead,
Of the loved, of the living,

All secrets declare,

For the gift she is giving."

"
Now," went on Hildagrimma,

"
keep very still, and

ask what question you will of this spirit. He will answer

through my voice, even though I know not what you ask,

and by this you may know there is no deceit."

Gudruna did as she was bid, wondering meantime if

the secret doubts of her heart could in truth be answered.

After this Hildagrimma sat silent a while, with her veil

drawn about her face, as though she looked on things

invisible, and heard utterances amid the medley of wild

noises that raged around.

At last she spoke, and her voice was as that of one who
dreams.

"
Shapes are shown to me of things afar. Deeds

are known to me in days yet to be. The first happening
is on a day near or now. A ship runs into Borgarfirth.

Many men come ashore and draw it up on rollers. They

busy themselves with the lading. A comely black haired

man is their leader. He mounts a horse and rides north-

ward."
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Gudruna paled and broke in upon the trance speech.
" Does he ride alone ?

"

"
I see but one horseman," answered the Spakona,

" and

he thinks most of Gudruna, Oswif's daughter. Love's

strong bonds have drawn him hither across the sea from

Norway."
" And what of one he left behind ?

"

"
I see a tall and golden haired man, splendid to behold,

richly attired. He loves
"

"
Speak," said Gudruna, a flush of hope mantling her

cheek.
" He loves ?

"

" A dark woman in a King's house," replied Hildagrimma,
and she flung back her veil.

Gudruna gasped, fierce anger overwhelmed her.
"
Speak

on," she cried,
"

tell me all that you know."
" No more is now shown," answered the Spakona-wife,

" and for what I have declared an offering is demanded."
"

I have here silver in plenty," was the reply.
"

I will thank you for that," said Hildagrimma,
"
but

the troll of the cauldron requires a sacrifice."

So speaking she smiled placidly, thinking that Gudruna

would no doubt promise to send a plump sheep at least,

and all unconscious that her cat had followed to the brink

of the pit, and was even then rubbing its blue grey fur

against her robe.

Gudruna's eyes fastened upon it. A cruel smile curved

her lips, then with a sudden spring she dashed forward,

seized the terrified animal, and hurled it into the seething

pit below.
"
There is the sacrifice," she exclaimed,

" and there the

gift for thee." She flung a bag of silver in the woman's

lap, and with a malicious laugh ran quickly to the cavern,

passed through it, and hastened on down to where the
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thrall awaited with the horses. As she sped along, this

cheering thought came to her :

"
Little foresight was

needed to have saved that cat, and there her skill most

woefully fell short. How then can she predict what the

fates hold in store for me ?" Again she laughed scornfully,

and leaping on her horse rode off to Helgafell.
"
Best counsellor is my own heart, Snorri," she said,

"
and to the chatter of this wizened hag I will pay no heed."

But two days later when she came again to the door of

her father's house, news met her which made her think

more gravely of Hildagrimma's words. Thorhalla rushed

forth, her eyes sparkling with pleasure, as was usual when
she had some great happening to relate.

" Came you not

by Herdarholt ? have you not heard the tidings ?
"

"
I rode straight here without delay. Speak ! What

news have you ?
"

Gudruna's voice was firm but her

voice trembled with apprehension.
" One has come there from over the sea," answered

Thorhalla,
"
to whom you should give the best of welcomes.

The ship came in at Borgarfirth on Woden's day. On

Freya's day, ere evening, Bolli, son of Thorleik, stood on

this threshold, and deep was his disappointment on learning

of your absence."
" What had he to tell of Kiartan, his foster-brother ?

"

"
Only this, that he will wed the Princess Ingeborg,

and now dame Thorgerda's pride will know no bounds."

Gudruna paced proudly in and spoke no other word,

but when she came to her room she flung herself upon her

couch, and with her white arms outspread, wept wild

tears under the veil of her hair.
" A dark woman in a

king's house," she moaned.
"
After all, Hildagrimma hath

spoken sooth."

It was not known to her that Bolli had ridden by day
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and by night till he came to the cave at Spakona-fell
before her, and had given an armlet of gold to the Witch,

with word of what she was to say to Gudruna.

That same year came Gizur the White and his son-in-

law, Hialti Skeggison, back out of Norway. They made
land at Eyrar when ten weeks of summer had passed, and

took horse hastily, leaving other men to strip the ship ;

for they were a-mind to ride to the Althing, and do their

utmost there to have the Christian Faith proclaimed as

law of the land as King Olaf had commanded them.

All who had taken that faith already through Thang-
brand's preaching mustered to their support. The chief

men among these were Gest of Barda-strand and Nial of

Bergthorsknoll with their kin, and Hall of the Side, whom
the Christians now named as Speaker of the Law ;

but

against them assembled all who still held to worship of the

Aser gods, and these kept Thorgeir of Lightwater as their

Speaker. So was it that the Althing was divided into two

opposing parties, clamouring and arguing against one

another, and there was such an uproar on the Hill of Laws,

that no man could hear the other's voice. None saw any

way out of this confusion, and it was feared that hence-

forth the land must be divided, and that peace and law

would never more be maintained.

Now when none knew what to look for, Hall of the Side,

the Christian Speaker, went and held counsel with Thorgeir,

whom all the heathen men still held to
;

and this was

agreed, that whatever law Thorgeir should utter, all

should pledge themselves to obey, and some thought this

most hazardous to ask of a heathen, but Hall held to it

that Thorgeir might be trusted to declare the truth, if

truth were revealed to him. So Thorgeir went up on the
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Hill of Laws and laid him upon the ground, covering his

face with his cloak, and through the space of a day and

night he stayed there and no man spoke to him. Next

morning the Thing-men assembled at the Hill, and Thorgeir

coming forward made all take oath that they would obey
his utterance whatever it might be, and to this they agreed.

Then Thorgeir spoke, and to the wonder of his heathen

followers, declared that Christ's Faith should hence-

forth be by law observed in Iceland
;

that idol worship,

eating of horse flesh, and exposing of children should be

abolished
;

that Lord's day, fast days, Yule-tide, and

Easter, should be strictly kept, and all folk brought to

christening.

Many of the heathen grumbled that they had been

cheated, yet held to their pledges and submitted to the

law, but prophesied that ill would come of it. Even as

Thorgeir still stood upon the Hill, a loud thundering
broke out from darkening clouds above his head, and some

deemed that Thor thus showed his wrath and would

bring terrible things to pass. Other omens followed, for

the day after this a thick blackness drifted up on the

east wind, and there rained down ashes on them
;
then a

man came riding into Thingvellir, who had this to tell, that

a mountain fire had burst forth at Ulfus-fell, and that a

stream of lava was sweeping down, destroying all before

it
;

then many cried out :

" No wonder that the Aser

gods are angry at the blasphemous speeches we have

listened to."

Then out spoke the guileful Snorri, and pointing to the

lava wastes around him, the rifts and desolation caused

by mountain fires in the old days, he asked : "At what,

then, were the gods angry when they wrought this

scathe ?
" And none there could answer that question.



Chapter XVI

Earl Sigwald Comes A-Wooing

ING OLAF was well pleased to see

the Crane come safely back, and gave
his envoys a fitting welcome in the

Hall, where soon Thorkel had a listen-

ing crowd of hirdsmen round him,

whilst he told of all that had befallen

to Kiartan and Einar and himself amid

the doughty Vikings of Jomsburg.
Meantime the King took Kolbiorn to a place apart,

eager to learn how the mission had fared.
" None too

soon did we come there, Lord," said the Marshal,
"

for

we had a hard race of it to the water-gate with Earl Eric's

ship the Iron-beak, and barely got in first."
"
Good," said Olaf,

" and Sigwald had my message then,

before Hakon's son came nigh him ?
"

"
That good luck was ours, and the Earl avows himself

right willing to join hands with you against those other

plotters ;
but he makes this demand, that the alliance

shall be strengthened by a marriage between the Princess

Ingeborg and some one of his kindred
;
his brother, Thorkel

the Tall, is the most likely man."

Olaf s brow clouded.
"

I foresee a difficulty there, for

Ingeborg had my promise, that never would I wed her

against her will, so the Jomsburger must do his own

suing."

While the King thus talked with Kolbiorn of affairs so

204
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deeply concerning the future, Ingeborg walked in the

apple garth with Thyri the Queen.

There, through white-blossomed branches, the sun shone

warmly, the grass underfoot was green and soft with the

verdure of early summer, and bright flowers sprang around

them, spilling fragrance upon the air. Since the death of

her infant child, Thyri had been in feeble health, and ever

fretful and complaining ;
now Ingeborg strove to cheer

her with gentle words, though indeed her own heart was

heavy, knowing not what fate might have befallen Kiartan

amid the grim Vikings of Jomsburg, for as yet no news had

reached her of the incoming of the Crane.

As they paced there together side by side, the royal
ladies made a fair picture. Ingeborg wore her white

garb, with a veil of azure blue bound round her brow by
a circlet of shining silver.

Thyri was clad all in green. Her eyes were soft and

fawn-like, her long, luxuriant hair flowed loosely, catching
the sunshine in its meshes, so that threads of gold gleamed

among the brown curls
;
but her lips drooped in petulant

discontent, and now and then she sighed deeply.
"
Here I am a queen in name," she said,

"
but without a

queen's wealth or power."
" How can that be ?

"
replied Ingeborg,

"
when you have

but to speak the word, and Olaf will grant you whatever

you most desire."
"
Well, then," exclaimed Thyri sharply,

"
go tell him this,

that what I long for most is my dowry, which that old

dotard Borislaf got with me, and still holds in his clutches :

but why waste words, when Olaf will not even force my
brother to restore the tooth-fee, which King Harold

Gormson gave me at my weaning. Ah, Ingeborg ! You
should see that wondrous treasure : a girdle of gold it is,
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with eastern emeralds set in every link, and the like has

never yet come into Norway. Fain am I to have it here,

to wear on high days and festivals
;

but now I never

hope to see it, for 'tis plain that in his heart Olaf fears

King Sweyn, my brother."
" Be warned, Thyri," said Ingeborg indignantly,

"
and

never dare speak of fear to Olaf : he knows not the meaning
of that word, and by your thoughtless taunts and ceaseless

craving, you may stir him up to risk both life and kingdom
for this petty tooth-fee."

At this very moment the King's voice hailed them

cheerily, and he entered the apple garth, followed by
one at sight of whom Ingeborg's ej^es shone like stars,

and no less glad was Kiartan, as graciously she welcomed

him.

Olaf was in a jovial mood, for it pleased him well to see

the red glow on Thyri's cheek, which seemed to betoken

returning health, nor did he guess that anger was the

cause of it.

" The spring wind makes my Danish rose to bloom again,"

he said,
" and never, Thyri, have you looked more fair.

Good news I bring you now, for this very hour has come in

my ship the Crane, and Kolbiorn tells that Earl Sigwald
will be myally. Here, moreover, I have a gift that should

please you mightily, since the shipmen brought it from

Denmark's coast."

Thyri's eyes sparkled, and an expectant look overspread

her countenance for she thought that now her longed-for

treasure had come at last
;
but soon it gave place to one

of supreme disgust, as triumphantly the King drew forth

a bunch of Angelica stalks, and displayed them proudly.
"
See," he said,

" how well grown, and how long these

are, and if stewed in oil, they will prove most tender
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eating." With a courtly bow he handed her the succulent

Angelica, but she flung it scornfully aside, and he

stood abashed at the torrent of indignant words that

followed.
"
Worthless weeds these for so great a king to offer to

his queen. At the very least, I deemed that you had

brought me the jewelled tooth-fee, which Sweyn, my
brother, has withheld so long ;

but it is plain to me that

you are afraid of him, and dare not venture down through
the Dane Sound, for all so great as is your Long-serpent,

else had I not been left dowerless."

Stung to the quick, the King answered scathingly :

"
Afraid of Sweyn Twi-beard ? Hardly so, for never has

such shame befallen me as did to him, when trapped by
the Jomsburgers, he was weighed like so much merchandise

in their scales, and made pay down as head-ransom thrice

his own weight in silver. Sooner would I have died than

suffer such indignity. But now I swear by Michael and

his Angels, that he shall not keep back from you this tooth-

fee for which you long so dearly, for I will surely pluck it

from his grasp, and to Wendland I will sail ere summer's

end."

At the first angry words Thyri's tears had flowed, but

when she heard that oath she smiled radiantly.
"
Right

glad am I to hear you speak those words, husband," said

she,
"
for high time it is those Danes should learn what a

king we have in Norway."
The wrathful gleam died from Olaf's eyes, and now he

spoke soothingly :

"
Enough of bitter words. Come,

sweetheart, come with me to the Hall, for Sigwald and

Astrid have sent rich gifts for you, and there they are laid

out." He passed his arm about her waist, and off they
went together in pleasant converse.
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Ingeborg had remained silent during this scene, powerless

to stay Thyri's rash words, though she had warned her of

the danger of them. Now Kiartan came swiftly to her

side, and she was clasped in his strong arms ;
then in hasty

words he told her of all the danger threatening, of the trap
laid for him and how he had learned that the Jomsburgers
would come to Norway on a wooing journey, and demand
her hand in marriage.

She raised her head then, and her eyes flashed proudly,

as she surveyed the stalwart form of her golden-haired

Icelander.
" None need come a-wooing me," she said,

"
for my choice is made and my word given, and I bear

not a changeful heart
;
nor need Olaf gird at my choosing,

for no Earl nor King that ever came from east or west

can surpass you, my hero." For a while they forgot all

else save one another, as they sat under the blossoming

apple boughs, with the blue sky overhead. But in the

end, a cloud as of some foreshadowing of sorrow seemed

to steal over Ingeborg' s mood, and gravely and sweetly
she spoke.

"
Olaf would seem to be well content, yet all you tell me

of Sigwald makes me sure, that little trust should be placed

in him, and his band of Jomsburg hirelings moreover,

those thoughtless words of Thyri's may yet work us

woe."
"
Aye," said Kiartan,

"
a small spark may set the

heath ablaze, and in this case it comes to my mind that

the fuel is already set, for Eric Hakonson sailed onward

to the Danish court, and men deemed he would find a

good backing from King Sweyn, so wroth as he is, ever since

his sister's runaway bridal."
"
My brother dreads no open foeman, no not even though

all the kings of the Northland leagued against him, but
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(what

I chiefly fear is the snake that will strike in the dark,

and such a one will Earl Sigwald prove."

Not many days after this, two long-ships of the Joms-

burgers came up the Fiord, and in under Nidaros. It was

a goodly sight to see how the oars kept time, swinging to a

song the rowers chanted, and shields shone overlapped in

rows along the vessels' sides. Soon, anchors were down and

all ready for their shore coming, then came King Olaf down
to the port in bright array to greet the mighty Earl in

whom he hoped to find a steadfast ally.

Kiartan was among the band of hirdsmen in attendance

on the King, and as Earl Sigwald stepped to land, he shot

a keen glance at the Icelander, and somewhat grimly

smiled, remembering in what manner he had escaped

from Jomsburg. Graciously and full friendly this crafty

Earl now hailed the King, and Kiartan had leisure to note

that he was most gorgeously arrayed in new and brightly

broidered garments. His kirtle was of dragon green, on

which a pattern of blue and silver serpents twined. Over

it he wore a steel-ringed byrnie, light and shining, broad-

belted with silver, in which glimmered rare stones of

green and blue. His arm rings were of twisted gold, and

he wore a Danish helm eagle-beaked and burnished. His

dark hair and beard were newly trimmed, and never had

he appeared to more advantage. Behind him went his

brother, Thorkel the Tall, who had not then come to his

full fame, but afterwards in Knut's time, he was looked

on as a mighty man amongst the English. Though he

was fitly decked, he was as daw to lordly peacock when

compared with the gaudy Earl.
"
Plain to see," mused

Kiartan,
"

if these Jomsburgers are bent on wooing, 'tis

Earl Sigwald, not Thorkel, who would be bride-groom."

M
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Olaf led the Earl straightway to the Hall, whilst Kiartan

and others waited to welcome Sigwald's followers as they
came ashore, amongst whom were many they had known
in Jomsburg.

"
Here comes a worthy boat load," said Thorkel Hak,

" and verily if the bottom boards gave way and

some were drowned, I would not wet my beard with

weeping."
In the boat sat red-bearded Thrand, and nigh to him

the portly form of Oddur, while Gilli the Pict pulled lustily

at an oar.

Soon all had marched up to the Burg, but Thorkel

dallied at the water's edge, and had speech with Gilli.

"
Hast any memory of me, fellow ?

"
he asked cheerily.

" No need to look twice," answered Gilli grinning,
"
'twas you tugged against Thrand at the hide pulling,

and begged my life of the Earl. I would I were in your

service, for I win more kicks and blows than soft words

in this company."
" We hear that the Earl's brother comes wooing," sug-

gested Thorkel. Gilli shook his head sagely.
" The gossip

runs all the other way aboard the Seal, and most hold it

is the Earl himself will seek a new bride, and that, the

Princess Ingeborg."
Here he looked cautiously around, and his voice sank

to a whisper.
"
Forewarned is forearmed, and bid that

tall friend of yours see to it, that he goes warily at nights,

and not without a byrnie beneath his kirtle."

Thorkel thanked Gilli for his timely warning, and then

betook himself to the Burg.
That night King Olaf held high festival, and by his

side on the dais sat Sigwald with his brother, whilst near

them were many of the chiefs, and the men of the hird
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were ranged along the benches with others of the Joms
Vikings. Queen Thyri sat in her high place, splendidly

arrayed in a white silken robe with broidery of gold, her

head veil yellow as a primrose flower, and from beneath it

in twisted tresses flowed her long brown hair, adorned

with pearls.

But Sigwald looked in vain for her whose beauty
Oddur had lauded so highly. His bold eyes roved from

one to another of the women who sat on the cross benches

with the Queen. He frowned impatiently, for none of

these resembled that description.
" A sorry crew of ancient dames has Thyri gathered

here," he mused
;

"
no doubt she thinks thereby, to set

off her own beauty the more
;

'tis strange I see not Inge-

borg."

Now the Princess had been warned of Sigwald's design

to woo her so she did not deck herself in robes of state,

nor sit where he might have the chance to pay open
court to her

; yet might she not rouse the King's

displeasure by her absence, so planned to be busy at the

ordering of the banquet, and come and go with those

who served.

So it came about, even as Sigwald brooded sullenly, the

curtain was drawn back from a side door, and a train of

white robed maidens entered, bearing flagons and cups
filled with the costly mead. All were dressed in simple
but becoming guise, and most were young and fair. At

sight of these Sigwald' s brows brightened, and he turned

enquiringly to Olaf.

The King laughed uproariously.
"
By my troth, my

stately sister springs a jest on us. Come now, Sigwald,
it is for you to guess, which among this fair bevy may be

the Princess Ingeborg."
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Sigwald was taken all aback
;

"
for now," he thought,

"
I may choose a serving maid, then all here would have

the laugh of me."

Keenly he surveyed those cup bearers as they went

about their duties, and meantime strove to recall all that

had been told him of Ingeborg's appearance, for Oddur

was not at hand to give him any hint.
"
Hair dark and

curling," he considered,
"
many among them answer to

that." Then his eye dwelt upon a maid who poured a

cup of mead for him.
" Arms white as sea foam aye,

hers are white enough, but then she is not tall. Yonder

is one who queens it among the rest graceful, too, and

brown-eyed that will be the Princess
;
but stay some-

thing was told me of a mole upon her chin." His glance

swept around, and fell at length upon a maid, who with

downcast eyes and looks demure, stood by the side door

of the Hall. He drained his cup, and called to her to fill

it. Meekly she glided forward at his bidding, and as she

drew near, another glance assured him that this was none

other than Ingeborg. He rose then and bowing in his

courtliest manner led her to the dais, while to Olaf he

triumphantly exclaimed : "be she princess or bond-

maid, here is the loveliest of them all, and this is my
choice."

A ripple of merriment resounded from where Thyri and

her ladies had watched the scene, while Olaf smote Sigwald

approvingly upon the shoulder.
"
Trust me to recognise a high born lady in any guise,"

went on Sigwald complacently,
" and now by your leave,

King, she shall sit here by my side."
" Have your way in that," answered the King.

Ingeborg, much discomfited, flushed hotly, but could

see no way out of it, so there she must sit, while Sigwald
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flattered her with fulsome words which she dare not re-

sent, remembering how her brother had need of him as

an ally.

Kiartan, from his place among the Hird, had watched

this scene and liked it ill, yet from time to time, his eyes

met those of Ingeborg, and the message he read therein

rendered him well content.

Thinking that his wooing prospered well, Sigwald next

day came boldly to the bower, where Ingeborg was used

to pass her morning hours, and without delay put forward

his suit.

She grew pale at his first words, and in confusion sought

to frame an answer that would give the least offence.
" The lady Astrid is my brother's dear friend," she said.
" and it ill becomes me to listen to love words from her

husband."
" You have not heard, then, how Astrid and I are fated

to part soon, and she is as willing for this as am I."
" That matters not to me, for the teachings of our new

Faith forbid your heathen fashion of divorcing."

Sigwald laughed at these scruples.
"
Tell your shave-

ling priest this from me, that never will he bind kings or

high-born earls with his Romish laws
;

moreover your
brother the good Christian approves of this match, and it

was fore-most in his mind when he sent those envoys
to me in Jomsburg."

"
'Tis useless, Earl, to plead," urged Ingeborg,

"
this

marriage shall not be with my consent."
" Then without it if need be," he answered, and rudely

seized her.
" We Vikings of Jomsburg waste but little

time in wooing, and now I claim a lover's due from those

sweet lips."

The Princess struggled to escape, but he held her fast,
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till at last in desperation she struck him full and hard

upon the face.
" A she-wolf I have here," growled the Earl

;

"
but by

Mimir's Head ! in Jomsburg you will learn to come to heel."
" To Jomsburg I will never go," gasped Ingeborg, and

she strove to pass out, but Sigwald caught her by the

hands, and again drew her to him, and now she uttered a

loud despairing cry, nor did it go unheard.
"
Hush, girl," said he, smothering her outcry in his

rough embrace.
"

I do but crave a kiss no need for such

coyness well used are you to kissing, as the Iceland

hirdsman knows." But further utterance was choked, for

seized from behind he was swung around, and found

himself face to face with Kiartan.

The Earl's hand flew to his sword hilt, but his wrist was

caught in a vice-like grip. Vainly he struggled back he

was forced back to the doorway, then down upon his

knees.
" Time was," said Kiartan sternly,

" when you set your

underlings to test my might : now, Earl, you can judge
of it for yourself," then deigning not another word he

flung him forth.

The Earl rose breathless, reeling, and turned upon them

eyes which blazed with fury as he uttered this threat.
" Some have flouted Sigwald, Earl of Jomsburg, but they
have not lived long to boast of it

;
so shall it be with you,

Icelander."

In spite of Ingeborg' s fears, Sigwald made no complaint

of this encounter, and in truth he had good reason to hide

it, for never before had he come by such shame. So he

kept a smooth face and a silent tongue, while he hatched

his plans meantime, and often he went to speak with Oddur

aboard the Sea-deer.
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Soft words he used and flatteries also, to make of Thyri
his willing tool, and ever now at his prompting she would

be urging the King that there was not room for two royal
ladies in the household, and that it was full time for

Ingeborg to wed.

Thus encouraged, Sigwald went to the King and pressed
his claim more ardently than ever.

"
Compel your proud

sister to wed me," he urged,
" and I will submit even to

be christened
;

moreover she may bring with her to

Jomsburg, that Colman, her pet priest, with mass books,

crosses and aught else she fancies. All I ask, King, is

that you give me a free hand in my wooing, and be not

displeased if it be over masterful, for such is my way with

women."

The King answered :

"
I will be heartily glad if it comes

to a match, and I will help it on all I can, but I cannot

force Ingeborg against her wishes, nay, would not if I

could."
"
Well then," put in Sigwald craftily,

"
at least see to

it that Kiartan, the tall Icelander, comes not across my
path, for it is plain to all that Ingeborg has eyes for no

other when he is near."
"
Kiartan comes of the royal blood of Ireland," answered

Olaf,
" a race as ancient as my own, and such alliance I

would not scorn. Yet I see a way to grant your boon,

for since I have promise of your backing, Earl, my mind is

fully made up to sail south to Wendland ere summer's

end to claim Queen Thyri' s dower. Messengers, therefore,

must go forth through the land at once to summon bonder

and hersir to a hosting. Kiartan will be one of these,; anji

his journey will be a long one."
"
Good," muttered the Earl, as he went from the King's

presence.
"
Kiartan goes on a long journey, but if I had
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my will, that journey would be longer still, and from it

he would not return."

But matters were not to go so smoothly as Earl Sigwald

planned, for Ingeborg took this counsel, to flit away from

Nidaros, and so be rid of her unwelcome suitor
;
then she

bethought her of a safe retreat.

King Olaf had built at Frosta, nigh to Her-ness on the

northern side of Trandheim Fiord, a spacious hall where

he could stay when he went to hunt, for game abounded

in that countryside. Here, too, he hoped that Thyri,

the Queen, would find joy and quiet, away from the stirring

court at Nidaros, and be restored to health and good cheer,

for still she sorrowed for the death of her child. It stood

among the fragrant pine woods, with a glad and flowering

green sward about it and before, whilst from its chief door

was a clear outlook to the waters of the Fiord. Bird songs
from the branches, and the sound of falling rivulets made

pleasant music in the woods, mingled with the wash and

murmur of waves on the beach.

Hither came Ingeborg in all haste and secrecy, and

thought herself safe from Sigwald's pursuit, as she busied

herself making ready for the coming of the Queen. The

building was still to be adorned within, and, whilst skilled

artificers wrought at the panels and shut beds, Ingeborg
directed her women in broidering hangings for the walls,

and had designed for them a set of tapestries showing the

-.stbty of Olaf's life and mighty deeds.

1 ''There he was shown smiting down the image of Thor

at Ladir again aboard Long-serpent in war array, with

shield lined bulwarks and sail set the marriage of Thyri
"was well done also in gay colours, and lastly they now
devised a picture of the King bestriding a spirited horse,
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and faring forth to hunt, with Vigi the hound racing be-

side him. At this the Princess and her sewing women
would be working daily out on the green sward, while

Hundi, Earl Sigurd's son, ran gaily about from one to the

other admiring the tapestry. Vigi had been brought to

keep watch and ward, and though grim to most men and

a very wolf to strangers, he and Hundi were the best of

friends.
"
Well am I guarded," said Ingeborg one day as she

watched them at sport,
" and with two such champions to

defend me I need not fear." So passed the days in Frosta

Hall, and it seemed indeed a place of safety and deep

peace.



Chapter XVII

The "Affray at Frosta

OW was great stir in Nidaros, and most of

all about the beaches where King Olafs

long-ships lay, for these were being put
in readiness for the journey to Wendland.

Raud's dragon and Long-serpent awakened

greatest wonder by their size and splen-

dour of array, and Earl Sigwald's men
would ever be gazing at those monsters.

" And soon I must get me gone, King," said Sigwald,
"

for summer draws on, and I would prepare for your guest-

ing at Jomsburg, where you must bide while you parley

with Borislaf. As to the Princess Ingeborg, 'tis easy to

see she follows her own whims and not your counsels, but

that need not mar our friendship ; enough for me that you

gave consent to my wedding her."
"
Aye, truly," answered Olaf promptly,

"
I gave con-

sent, nor will I take it back
;
but as you see Ingeborg hath

the bit between her teeth, and will not be easy to drive."

The crafty Jomsburger smiled, and cast a meaning glance

sidelong at his brothers, as though to call them to witness

the words, for such consent of nearest kin was needful to

ratify the marriage bond. Yet he planned to make even

surer, for of the new Faith he knew this much, that blessing

of a Christian priest could bind most securely.
" That I will not lack," he determined,

" when it comes

so far between me and Ingeborg
"

;
but he hid his mind

218
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from Olaf, and continued smoothly.
"
Before I sail south,

I will first betake myself to Frosta, and say farewell to

your proud sister, and it may be that at the last her heart

may soften towards me."
"
Little hope have I of that," answered Olaf,

"
though

such happening would please me mightily."

After that talk, Sigwald called his crews aboard and

dight his ships for sea.

Meantime Kiartan had gone far upon his journey

through Up-Trandheim, with Thorkel Hak as sole com-

panion. First they fared to Var-ness on the Fiord, where

dwelt Asbiorn Thorbergson, a trusty henchman of the

King's, thence they made for Olvirshowe in Skaun, where

Botolf's sons received them well, then on to famous Stickle-

stead, where in a fateful battle some twenty-seven years

later, fell Olaf the sainted King of Norway. To Mere

they went in Spareby where was a chief-stead and burg,

thence to Houseby in the Inner Isle, to Steinker where

was a cheaping stead, to Eggia, and last they came to

Elda where dwelt the Isles Folk.

Everywhere they summoned hersir and bonder, thane

and thrall, to the hosting at the Nid, and everywhere as

the King's bodes they were guested high. At last they
turned homewards, their errand sped, and came again to

Olvirshowe, and then it was that Kiartan bethought him

how Frosta lay hard by ;

" and thither shall we turn our

steps," said he,
" and see how fares the Princess Ingeborg."

Gladsome was he, too, as on that bright summer day

they took their way by the Fiord. Opposite was Maswick

with its wooded cliffs, Wainwickstrand and the Outer Isle,

where the Fiord was at its narrowest. So on they rode by
winding track amongst the pine woods, through copse and

ferny dale, with the blue waters ever shimmering betwixt



220 SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

the trees. At times a startled deer leaped up before them,

and often came the rasping note of the lordly capercailzie,

and they caught a glimpse of his gaudy plumage amid the

branches.
" Hark to him," said Kiartan,

"
he chants a

love song to his mate."
" A most untuneful stave, then," grunted Thorkel,

" and more like the whetting of a sickle but that minds

me, that my Courland sword needs whetting too, and now
I will dismount and be about it.

"
It is not my wont to dream," he continued, as seated

beneath a spreading fir tree he worked at sharpening the

sword,
"
but last night came a dream most ominous. I

thought I held this weapon in my hand, all bright and

gleaming as you see it now
;
but of a sudden, the blade

grew red as blood something thrilled within it, and lo

it seemed to sing a strange wild song. Of those words of

weird not all do I remember, but somehow thus they ran :

' Blood and bane ! Blood and bane !

Stour of strife I scent again.

Hot my thirst but dull my blade
;

Long in scabbard I have stayed.
Fain in foeman's heart I'd quiver,

Lustful I for shields to shiver,

Death to deal as deep I quaff,

Doom to scatter with a laugh,

High to circle, loud to sing,

Battle's rain drops round me fling.

Whet me, master, whet me keen,

You'll have need of me, I ween.

Blood and bane ! Blood and bane !

Stour of strife I scent again.'

"
After that I awoke somewhat in dread."

" And no wonder," said Kiartan,
"

for this dream must
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p rtend some threatening evil, so let us hasten on at our

swiftest."

Soon after this they rode up on a rising ground, and saw

below them in a clearing, facing the Fiord, the Hall of

Frosta ;
and there behold, under the Ness, straining at

their anchors like two hounds upon a leash, were Earl

Sigwald's ships, the Sea-deer and the Seal.
" Most unwelcome guests will the Jomsburgers be,"

said Kiartan,
" and now methinks I begin to read that

dream."

Ere long they heard the sound of axes ringing, and came

upon two woodmen eager at their work. These were from

the Hall, Bardi was the name of one, and with him was his

brother.

From them they learned how matters stood.
"
This very night," said Bardi,

"
great feasting will be

yonder, and much fuel is needful for the cooking fires, for

here has come a great outland lord, who gives it out that

with the king's consent he will wed the Princess Ingeborg."
These were the tidings which Kiartan listened to with a

look of incredulous astonishment that quickly gave place

to furious wrath, and hard was it for Thorkel to hold him

in check.
" Now is time for wits to show their cunning," were his

words,
" and little is to be gained by ranting and by

raving."
"
Let us ride to the Hall forthwith," urged Kiartan.

" Not so," replied Thorkel,
"
for that would be to lose

our lives."
" Then back let us go to Olvirshowe to summon help."
"
Nay, that would be to come too late. My counsel is

that we take the shag coats and hooded caps of these

woodmen, and thus garbed we will fare with their faggots
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to the Hall at sundown
;
there in the kitchen we may learn

how best to help the Princess."

And so they did
;
thus it came about that in the evening

twilight, there strode into the fire-hall at Frosta, two

rough looking foresters, who threw their burdens on the

wood pile, and sat them down upon a bench.

Uncertain was the light within, with mirk of smoke and

smell of cooking. Over long fires hung pots and cauldrons

seething, and men went back and forth with platters

through a door which led into the main hall. A big man
stood there by the fire busy with the cooking, holding in

his hand a stick with which he stirred the grout.
" You

are late to-night, lads," said he, casting a careless glance

at them ;

" come hither now and help me, and do you,

Bardi, stir the broth."

Thorkel chuckled audibly : "a broader man across the

back I trow than Bardi, and do you, Gilli, take another

look."

It was indeed no other than the Pict, and joyous was

he at their coming.
" Not easy to forget those shoulders

Hide-puller," said he,
" and I can give a guess what

brings you here to-night. Count upon my help for any
deed you have in mind."

So they took counsel with Gilli how best to aid the

Princess, and thus he spoke :

"
this very night Sigwald

sails out to sea, and with him goes the Princess, yea or

nay ;
but first he will have Priest Colman bind them in

wedlock with his Christian spaedom, and that the Irish-

man most dauntlessly refuses. It has come to this, that

they have bound him there to a pillar, where he is the butt

of all their jests and mockery."
"
They will fare all the worse for that," said Kiartan

grimly.
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"
Yet bide your time," went on Gilli,

"
for ere long

many men will be off to the ships to make ready for sea
;

then will be our chance to fall on those who stay behind

to drink out the feast."

So they sat for a while, listening to the clamour in the

Hall, and soon they heard Earl Sigwald' s voice above the

others as he bade his vikings fill horn and beaker and

drink a health to his bride.

Ingeborg had, indeed, come into a sore strait. Pale

and indignant she sat there by his side, and no friend

could she see 'mid all that throng, save Hundi and the

Irish priest.

Fettered though he was, Colman spoke up boldly.
"

I

call all to witness that here can be no lawful bridal,

lacking presence of nearest kin
; moreover, as ye all know

well, the Earl is already wedded to the noble lady Astrid,

and can take no other while she lives."

Sigwald laughed him to scorn.
" Go tell that to Olaf,

your very Christian master if you dare, for he has taken

Thyri to wife without leave of Sweyn, and heeding little

that she was already wedded to the grizzled King of the

Wends."
"
Often have I told the King," retorted Colman,

"
that

therein he broke God's law, and may yet suffer retribu-

tion for so grievous a sin." And ere long those words

were proven true, for Olaf had too dearly bought Thyri
as his queen.

Sigwald scowled ominously and answered :

"
you have

shown your courage, priest, in bearding thus your King,
and have spoken bold words to me to-night, yet may one go
too far, and not thus will I be overborne." He beckoned

to Oddur as he spoke, and a cruel smile overspread the

Scat-gatherer's face as he listened to that bidding.
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Now Ingeborg's clear voice rang out in anguished

entreaty, and that was hard for Kiartan to endure
;
but

now the priest spoke calmly :

"
grieve not for me, lady,

for now may come to me that crown which often I have

longed for, and it is for me to prove my hardihood as

Christ's knight among these heathen people."

Sigwald stamped his foot' impatiently.
" You shall

gain naught by this obstinacy, for blessed or unblessed by
your priestly rites, to Jomsburg goes Ingeborg this night."

Therewith he called to Thorkel the High, and Hardy
Thrand, and bade them go to the ships with their follow-

ing, and make ready to go out on the tide.

Gilli from the doorway watched their going.
"
Scarce

a score are left," said he,
"
but those mostly doughty

men of the Earl's bodyguard ;
Helmund sits there half

drunk, and by him Ogmund Squint-eye, Gyrd, Earl

Sigwald's son is but a youngling, I take no count of him

Eyvind of Samsey, and Eystein of Bornholm are doughty
men both, Lodin the Long thinks himself something of a

man, but Ragnor Wrymouth is most to be dreaded."
"

Little do I fear him," said Thorkel,
"
a braggart and

no more."
"
Hist," whispered Gilli,

"
best be silent, for here comes

Killing-Kol, the very worst of men, he who with Arnkil

Ox-foot hewed oft the heads of my companions, and that

score is still to settle."

In came Kol, and glanced searchingly around.
"
Bestir

yourself, you lazy dog," said he,
"
and see if there is an

iron bar about."
" That there is," replied Gilli,

"
a weighty one at that,

which the craftsmen used to move the roof beams, but

what would you with it, master ?
"

"Only this," said Kol, laughing evilly, "to thrust it
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in the wame of this Irish priest, no less, but first it must

be heated to a redness."
"
Best leave that to me," put in Gilli eagerly, and a

cunning look stole over his face, as shouldering the bar,

he stepped towards a little forge that had been used at

building of the Hall.
" The very thing," said Kol,

"
so set to work without

delay, and see to it, numbskull, that it is fiery hot
"

:

thus speaking, out he went.

Quickly Gilli had the charcoal glowing and thrust the

iron in, then whilst the bellows droned, he unfolded a

plan to Kiartan and Thorkel, which both deemed a

good one.
" You Pictish folk do not lack for grimness," said

Kiartan,
"
and while you deal thus hardily with Kol, we

will be no less backward in falling on the others."

Soon again came Kol, and thrust his shaggy head within

the doorway.
"
Well, thrall," he cried,

" how goes the

iron now ?
"

"
At a black heat yet," said Gilli.

" Have patience,

Lord, a little while, ere long it will be red."
"
Hurry up, then," said Kol, and out he went.

"
There goes a wight on death-fated feet," said Thorkel,

and he hummed between his teeth :

" Keen is Killing-Kol for killing,

Keener we for killing Kol."

" And now let us take our weapons," quoth he,
"
and

stand ready."

Before very long Kol was back again.
"
Well, you

Pictish dolt," he growled,
" how is it now ?

"

"
At a red heat," said Gilli,

"
yet will you need it hotter

still."

15
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"
That will I," said Kol,

"
but hurry up, man, for great

is the sport we are having with the priest, his very hair

is lifting at thought of what awaits him." So speaking,

out he went.
"
Greater the sport presently," said Gilli with a grin,

" and little need for pig to thus egg on the butcher."

It was not long till Kol returned, shouting angrily for

the bar.
" Not ready yet, dunderhead," he roared,

"
little can you do at this work, and that badly. I should

have done the job myself."
" Be not so impatient, Lord," said Gilli in a whining

tone,
"
he for whose inwards this is meant must thole it

at the hottest, and I will have it glowing white in a twink-

ling."
"
Well and good," said Kol,

" now you talk like a man,
but we cannot keep the Earl waiting so hurry up."
The bellows snored and the sparks flew as Gilli bent

to his work, and now upon his hands he drew a pair of

leathern gauntlets.

Then for the last time Kol came in again, and stood by
the door.

" Hot enough is it now, I ween," said he,
"
so

take it from the fire and bring it hither."
" A most persistent man are you, Kol," said Gilli, as he

drew it forth all white and spluttering,
" and I will no

longer balk you in your wish." So speaking, he bounded

forward and made to drive it at him, but with a yell of

terror back leaped Kol, and darted through the doorway
into the hall, while after him went the Pict, whirling the

flaming bar about his head : close behind him like two

grim wolves rushed Thorkel Hak and Kiartan, with

shields on arm and swords aloft.

Now all was consternation, over went cup and flagon,

bench and board, as on every side startled men leaped
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away from them, but little recked the Pict, as in his fury

he followed hard upon the heels of Kol.

Kol gave utterance to a frenzied cry, then in wild

fear he dashed around a pillar in the aisle in a vain attempt
to double on his pursuer ;

but Gilli, snarling like an angry

bear, stopped short then turning quickly on his heel,

met him face to face with the glowing iron. Hard he

thrust it at him, and through him, hissing horribly, and

there and then Kol got his bane.
" Now are my comrades somewhat avenged," cried the

triumphant Pict,
" and little, I trow, did Killing-Kol like

this death."

But now swords were flashing near the dais, as Kiartan

and Thorkel made their onset, and bellowing his Pictish

war-cry, Gilli plunged into the fray, smiting right and left

with his iron bar as with a flail.

With paling face and startled eyes, Sigwald rose from

the high-seat.
" When three come on so boldly," he

shouted,
"
many will be behind, and best had I go and

rally help from the ships."

With that he made for the door and out, and all too late

Thorkel leaped to bar his way.
Freed from the Earl's hateful presence, Ingeborg now

stood watching the combat, with apprehensive eyes, yet

proud was she to see how valiantly her Iceland lover bore

himself against so many foemen. Hundi stayed by her

for a while, then as if struck by a sudden thought, said

something that brought a smile to her wan lips ;
then

away he slipped underneath the board, whence with

boyish eagerness, he surveyed the scene, and waited a

chance for what he planned to do. Now he saw how
Lodin the Long ran behind Kiartan swaying a great axe,

but even as he aimed his blow, Hundi with eyes sparkling
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like any snake's, flung a little stool between his feet. He
fell headlong sprawling in the rushes, and the axe escaping

from his grasp went hurtling across the floor, and, as so

happened, right to Gilli's feet.

"
This will serve me better now," said he, as dropping

the bar he picked it up, and hewed the head from the

Jomsburger ere he had time to rise.
" Now no longer is

Lodin long," quoth he,
"
and I have come by a goodly

weapon."
After that Hundi crept away under bench and board

as best he might, and none marked where he went.

Meantime it had fared thus with Kiartan : Eystein

rushed at him on the one hand with a spear, and Eyvind
on the other with a short sword

;
but with a glancing cut,

sharp and quick, he shore the spearhead from the shaft.

Eyvind's sword was raised to smite next moment it had

cloven Kiartan's skull but no like a whipping top he

turned upon his heel. As crashes breaker on a rock,

shield clashed on shield. Such was the impact of that

meeting that Eyvind was overthrown. Over he went

rolling senseless, and the sword dropped from his hand.

Eystein made to seize it, but Kiartan, too quick for

him, set his foot upon it.

"
Now, Icelander, I am weaponless," said Eystein,

"
no

shame to me if I draw back."
"
Away then," cried Kiartan,

"
away ! never will I slay

a defenceless man. Follow your craven leader, and

come not into this fight again."

But now he was confronted by a foeman who was not

to be scorned ; Ragnor Wrymouth, next to Thrand, the

sturdiest of Earl Sigwald's guard. Now it was that old

Hrut's schooling stood well to Kiartan, for he had taught

him to fight as well with one hand as with the other.
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Like a flash he dropped his shield, and caught up Eyvind's

sword, and now from either hand, alternately, came blow

upon blow, so fast and furious that Ragnor was all-

bewildered. He had been wont to boast that he had

never flinched in battle, but now he was forced back, step

by step, seeking to ward blows he scarce could see, till at

length one bit deep through lip and chin.
"
There, Jomsburger," jeered Kiartan,

"
that mouth is

wryer still, and the maidens of Wendland will not be

fond of kissing you hereafter."
" A juggling fiend I have to deal with and not a man,"

growled Ragnor, as taking his beard between his teeth,

and so holding up his gory chin, he still strove manfully
to face his foe.

The wound had weakened him sight and senses were

fast failing, and like a drunken man he reeled this way
and that, nor was it long before he fell prone amid the

rushes.

Now it was that a man leaped at Gilli from behind, and

catching him around the neck pulled him backwards to

the ground, and so held him, reaching for a knife
; but

Kiartan was quick to see, and bounded to the spot, then

with a timely stroke smote off the hand that was throttling

the Pict. With a yell of anguish the assailant leaped

away, and Gilli staggered to his feet.
"
My thanks to thee, Icelander," he gasped, then laughed

aloud exclaiming,
"
a most forgetful fellow this, by Thor,

to leave his fingers thus behind him in my beard." To-

gether then they rushed upon the Jomsburgers, and death

was in their wake.

Thorkel had taken his stand by a pillar in the aisle, and

there he fought most dauntlessly. Helmund Hardaxe
made at him, flourishing a pole-axe.

"
Other folk," said
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he,
"
can hew great blows as well as you

"
;
and he made

a hard cut at him. Thorkel leaped nimbly aside, so that

the axe fell upon the wooden pillar and there stood fast.

Helmund tugged to release it, and in this showed little

wit.
"
Since when have you turned woodcutter ?

"

asked Thorkel playfully, as in the twinkling of an eye he

cut his left foot from under him. Down sat Helmund.
"
Here," quoth Thorkel,

"
is a wolf whose running days

are done."

Ogmund Squint-eye had stood a little to one side of his

mess-mate as he fell, and at once struck at Thorkel with

his sword most mightily, but back he leaped swiftly

behind the pillar, so that the blow missed.
" Come forth

now from that pillar, Fire-dweller," cried Ogmund,
"
and

give a man a chance to strike at you."
"
Kindly meant, no doubt," answered Thorkel,

"
but

with that eye which turns all ways at once, you surely

can see round it. Look up ! guard now your head," he

cried of a sudden, and round spun the Jomsburger, raising

his shield and glancing upwards, for he thought that

someone had come behind. 'Twas but a ruse, and Thorkel,

laughing joyously, struck a shrewd blow laming his right

forearm. Forthwith Ogmund backed out of the fight,

thinking he had enough.
" Take my rede, man," jeered

Thorkel after him,
"
never look up swine-like in battle

;

'tis an ill habit and has cost many a one his life. Had we
not supped together in Jomsburg, you had been shorter

by a head."

With their bravest fallen or wounded, but little fight

was left in the Jomsburgers still upon their feet.
" We have not to do with men," cried one,

"
such is

their over-bearing might."
"
See," said another,

" how the priest mumbles in-
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cantations, and calls on his saints to help them. Come,

let us flee !

"

In wild panic they rushed for the great door of the Hall

and out, while after them with many a taunt and jeer

went the Icelanders with Gilli close upon their heels.

Ingeborg who had watched the combat with fast beating

heart, in mingled hope and fear, came now with swift

steps from the dais.
"
Ah, good Colman," she exclaimed,

"
bravely have you

borne this sore mishandling ;
'tis for me to free you now,"

and she searched for a knife with which to cut his bonds,

whilst in heartfelt words he gave thanks for his de-

liverance.

Not yet was it to be, for at this moment the wall hang-

ings were cautiously drawn apart, and an evil face peered

out at them
;

then with a satisfied smile out slunk the

burly Scat-gatherer, who at the first clash of arms had

crept to hiding, and lurked there through the fight. Ere

she was aware, his rude arms were flung about her, and

triumphantly he jeered ;

" when wolves fall out, the raven

oft flies off with the bone, so it has turned out here."

Vain was her resistance in a great mantle he wound and

bound her, smothering her outcry.
"
Wretch, what would you do ?

" The words came

from Father Colman, and like a flash Oddur turned on

him, drawing forth a knife.
"
Utter a sound, priest, and I spit thee as I would a

woodcock." A log upon the hearth burst into sudden

flame, and in its flickering glow, the eyes of these twain

met. Those of Colman, calm, unflinching and compelling,

and beneath that gaze Oddur trembled.
" Turn your blighting gaze otherwhere, Sorcerer," he

muttered, then rending a strip from the tapestry, thrust
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it with no gentle hand into the mouth of the priest ;
then

seizing Ingeborg despite her struggles, bore her with him
out into the night.

" Now I will take the path by the wood, and so avoid

the Icelanders," he thought,
" and I will win a rich

reward from the Earl for bringing him his bride. So he

mused, all unaware of swift death following in his track,

for as he picked his way across the greensward towards

the edge of the forest, with uncertain steps and labouring

breath, two fiery eyes were fixed on his retreating figure,

teeth white and terrible were bared, and with hair uplifting

on his shaggy neck, a fearsome one came onward. A
threatening growl gave warning, and Oddur, turning all

in dread, to his horror found himself confronted by Vigi,

the Irish hound. His heart melted within him, his knees

shook and as his trembling grasp relaxed, the Princess

slipped to the ground. A shriek broke from his lips as

he was seized in vice-like jaws. Over they rolled, snarling

hound and struggling man, and ever the white fangs

grappled at his throat.

Not far did the Icelanders pursue, for that was not their

intent, and now at the clamour behind them, they hastened

their steps and came swiftly to the scene.
"
Call off the dog !

"
Ingeborg entreated,

"
even for such

as he, that fate is too cruel." But Vigi gave no heed to

their chiding, so they laid hand on him, and by main force

dragged him from his prey.
"
Hold this Son of Fenrir," said Thorkel,

"
while I find

if breath is left in Oddur." He knelt by him a moment,
then rising shook his head.

"
Tis as I thought, here is a

raven that will croak no more."
" No time is to be lost, lady," said Kiartan,

"
if you

are to escape their clutches, for Sigwald will surely return
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from the ships with all the force that he can muster.

Lucky for us they lay so far out by Her-ness."

Bidding Thorkel lead the Princess to the dell where the

woodmen were with the horses, he ran and freed Colman,

and soon they came up with the others.
"
Nearest to us lies Olvirshowe, and there, Princess,

you will be safe." So speaking Kiartan led forward the

horse for her to mount.
" But what of Hundi ?

"
she asked anxiously.

" Has
he lagged behind you on the way ?

"

" Not so," answered Kiartan,
" when I saw him not

behind, I took him to be before."
"
Alas," she cried,

" now has come about a sore mishap,
and if aught befalls this gallant boy, I shall rue it sorely.

'Twas he who loosed the hound from where they had

tied him fast, and sent him to our aid."
"
Whate'er betide, lady," said Kiartan,

"
you must

ride on, and Father Colman with you, Gilli will be your

guard, and Vigi, too
;

these woodmen will point the way.
As for us, back we go to search for Hundi, and will bring
him after at our swiftest."

Ingeborg's hand clung to his, as if she feared that

parting, yet must she obey ;
but bending down to him,

for a moment her arms encircled his neck, and her lips

clung tenderly to his. Then forth she rode into the night.

Back ran Kiartan and Thorkel, and entered the home-

garth nigh the fire-hall.
" To the out buildings first,"

urged Kiartan,
"
next we will search the Hall."

" Not so," said Thorkel,
"
no time for that. Take you

the one way, I the other," and so they went apart.

Kiartan stepped into the Hall, so late the scene of

furious strife. All was now silence and gloom. He called

for Hundi, but there came no answer. Loudly he shouted
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twice, and now from without he heard what seemed the

hooting of an owl.

Starting at the sound, he bared his sword, again the

hooting was repeated, and now came an echoing shout

from Thorkel a clash of arms thudding blows a long

drawn moan, then silence.

With quick bounds he gained the threshold, fearing the

worst, and failed to note the shadowy figure crouching

there by the doorway, the uplifted axe, ready to deal a

cowardly blow. It fell with stunning force, and like a

log Kiartan lay and knew no more.



Chapter XVIII

Aboard the "Sea-Deer"

rIE sun rose red and angry next morn

ing, and showed the viking ships sailing

swiftly over a bounding sea, well clear

of the entrance to the Fiord. South-

ward they stood, with land on both

boards, Hitrar on the one hand, the

mainland on the other, while behind

lay Yriar and the isles about it.

Thorkel the High held the steering oar upon the Seal,

but Sigwald himself stood in the prow, and conned her

through the eddying tide-races of the narrow sound.

Following in her wake, nor far behind, came the Sea-

deer, with Thrand the Hardy on the lypting, but when

they came out past Smollen, he bade a man relieve him,

and went below.

Somewhat dazed and weakened, Kiartan sat in the

waist of the vessel, with Hundi by him, and all their talk

was of the fight. Each told the other the manner of his

capture, and much they wondered what fate lay before

them.

Then came Thrand, and stood there vaunting.
" Thank

your lucky star, Icelander," he said,
"
that I used the

flat of my axe on that thick skull of yours, else had you
now been wolf's meat."

"
But what of Thorkel Hak ?

"
asked Kiartan anxiously.

"
That braggart," retorted Thrand,

"
I warrant you

235
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his bones will soon be bare of picking, for he met his match

at last, and never will he sing his lying song of that flying

fire-drake again. I always had my doubts of that story,

and never could Thorkel tell us plainly whether it was

fish or fowl. Had I met such a monster, I had brought
home a feather from his tail at least to show to folks."

Kiartan took the tidings ill, but let it not be seen, and

now in his turn he railed Thrand.
" Had you been there,

Jomsburger, and seen that drake, by Midgard's Worm,

you had fled so fast that never would it have come up
with you, and if Thorkel has fallen, no doubt it was by a

coward's blow from behind."

All that day they flew before an ever-freshening gale,

and still the Seal outsailed the Sea-deer, for she was the

swiftest-going of all Earl Sigwald's ships. Kiartan was

weary; the bruise he had got troubled him somewhat,

and ere night he sank into uneasy slumber. Strangely

vivid then were the mind pictures which flitted before

his inward vision, following upon each other in confused

succession, and fading from his memory as they passed.

At length the vision became clearer and took what seemed

prophetic shape.

Out of the sunrise came floating a radiant being, clad

in garments of dazzling light, and as he gazed, the face

took on the guise of his beloved. A diadem of gold about

the brow bound the flowing hair, and wondrous were those

eyes, which glowing with a purer love than that of earth,

melted into his. She pointed to the north, where he knew

that Iceland lay, then made the Holy Sign, which she

had taught him to know, then upwards towards heaven,

and fixing on him a sad and tender look, the apparition

faded slowly away.
A second dream picture flashed before him, but now in
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place of gentleness reigned fierce strife. There on the

waters surrounded by a host of foemen, lay a mighty

dragon ship, and splendidly carved and gilded were beak

and scaly tail. High above all on the prow rose the

stem-dweller, emblem of Christ's love, a gleaming cross.

On the lypting where the conflict waged fiercest a kingly

figure stood, helm on brow, ringed in mail, and with

sword in hand. Sternly raged the battle round him
;

axes bit, spears flew back and forth, while the air was

darkened with the flight of arrows. Then broken was the

shield burg about him, fallen or scattered his brave de-

fenders, while high to the bulwarks were piled the corpses.

Presently it seemed that from the ocean's bed uprose a

monstrous billow, white crested and irresistible. Onward

it rushed overwhelming the ship, and at its passing nought
more was to be seen of those contending hosts, but, lo,

upon the water floated that golden cross.

Lastly he seemed to be at home in Iceland on a black

and desolate strand. A woman walked there, wrapped
in a dark mantle, whose face he could not see. She

beckoned and he followed, wondering much who this

might be, till at length they came to where an impassable

gulf split the ground ;
here she paused, then turning,

disclosed the beautiful but mocking face of Gudruna,
Oswif's daughter. Forth from the heavy folds of her

garment she drew a shining sword and held it aloft, gazing
on him with eyes in which hatred and tenderness strangely

mingled. Runes were carven on that blade, and there

he read a well known name. It was the sword of Bolli

Thorleikson, his foster-brother.

A voice which seemed far distant, echoing in his ears

awoke him, to find Hundi kneeling by his side, calling

him by name. At that moment a great sea uprearing
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from behind, curled over and fell upon the lypting, almost

washing Thrand from the steering board. So great was

the flood of water, that all in the waist of the ship stood

baling hard, Kiartan with the rest.

Overhead the blast whistled and shrieked in the cordage,

as the long-ship leaping the surges flew madly before it,

one moment tossed high on a mountainous white crest,

then dropped into the cavernous trough beneath. To
the south a long straggling beam of sunlight shot athwart

the low and racing clouds, and for a moment the orb of

day shone forth pallid and unreal.
" We drive to the

open sea, Hundi," said Kiartan, as his eye caught the

sunlight,
" and no sign is there of the Seal."

"
Earl Sigwald waits for us, they say, under the

Solundir Isles in Sogne Fiord," answered the boy, who had

given heed to Thrand's talk.
" And there he will wait long enough," replied Kiartan,

"
while Aegir's white-hooded daughters dance so merrily,

and Midgard's Snake turns thus uneasily in ocean's bed."
"
Ho, Icelander !

"
shouted Thrand,

" come up hither.

I would talk with you."
With difficulty they clambered to the raised deck

where he stood, and he greeted Kiartan, to his surprise,

in a friendly manner.
"
Seaward we drive at the mercy

of the gale, and what think you, will we come to Orkney
Isles or Shetland ? You and I might share a great reward

if we win to port, and bring Earl Sigurd back his whelp."
Kiartan saw what he would be at, and answered coldly

enough.
"
Morelike it will be Hela's Halls than Hrossey

we are bound to : the wind increases in weight and this

ship is ill to steer."
"
Aye," replied Thrand moodily, and his weather-

beaten face took on an anxious look.
"
Better had we
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remained under the lee of Hitrar, than to have ventured

out in face of portents which I saw but heeded not.

Yesterday as the sun sank in a watery sky, his glowing

image dogged him in the east, and sea-birds flew shrieking

inland. Later, the moon's face was wreathed in misty

light betokening ill weather
;

but worst of all, this very

morning as the sun came up behind us, I saw in the

heavens the wolf-ride which goes before dire happenings.
Death-fated we may be, but I shall not repine, least of

all would I like a straw death," and he chanted in a lusty

voice :

" From the Eye of the East

A witch-wife came riding,

Grim wolf gory-mouthed
For a courser bestriding :

Her eyes shone as jewels

Her garment was flame,

And forth from each finger

A fiery snake came.

She spurred her wild steed

And the foul monster fled,

Like Leipter's red arrow

From thunder cloud sped.

They bounded o'er mountains,

They swept over plain,

O'er Ran's dancing waters

Rude Aegir's domain
;

Thus they flew, loud her chant,
' Follow on ! Follow fast I

'

Like trumpet's high wassail,

The words on the blast.

She soared through high heaven,
She sank to earth under.
' Follow on,' came the hailing

That racked air asunder.
' Follow on I Follow fast,

Obey my behest
;
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Seek me where I go,

In the Womb of the West,'

Like a whirlwind she passed,

Lo ! a distant voice boomed
;

' Soon we meet where I go
In the hall of the doomed.'

"

So through the length of another day, and far into the

night, they swept out across the wild North Sea. It

must have been towards sunrise, that through the racing

spindrift, the black bulk of a precipitous island loomed

before them, and now the roaring of the sea grew ever

louder, and the Sea-deer whirling like a chip, danced upon
the mountainous crests.

"
Here off this island, wind and tide contend," shouted

Thrand,
" and nought can live in such a sea

"
;

then

clasping Hundi in his arms Kiartan made ready for the

worst, nor had he long to wait. Soon came a shock that

hurled him from his footing the ship was dashed upon a

sunken reef, and amid a rending of timbers he was swept
clear of the wreck.

In the whole of Iceland no man was Kiartan's match

in swimming, but what might this wondrous skill avail

him now ? High he was flung on madly leaping surges,

or buried by their curling crests tossed this way and that,

breathless, half senseless, and deafened by the roar of

waters, he still clung desperately to the child. A monster

billow buried them a fathom deep, and bore them onwards

in its furious rush. As they rose again, he caught a

glimpse of an opening between towering cliffs, and sorely

buffeted as he was, strove as best he might to win in

thither, but little could he do for now his senses were fast

leaving him all grew black, and over him stole a strange

feeling of deep peace.
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Of a sudden his feet struck upon a hidden rock forward

they were swept, and as the water shoaled, with a last

despairing effort he clung to something he knew not what.

It was the long sea-tangle on a stony bottom. The sea

receded, and he stumbled blindly ahead, but again was

buried in an oncoming wave : he rose, and struggling

through the shallows, fell exhausted far up on a sloping

beach, with Hundi still held tightly in his arms.

The wind howled, and the waves thundered on the

shore, but there they lay and heeded not.

Dawn broke coldly bright over a foam flecked sea, and

with the rising sun the gale abated and the clouds were

scattered.

When Kiartan came to himself, all drenched and be-

numbed though he was, his first thought was for Hundi.

With joy he saw that life was in him, for the heart still

stirred, and his breath came and went though faintly.

Raising the boy he bore him tenderly to a sheltered place,

a little sandy spit at the base of the cliffs, and stripped

him of his clinging garments, chafing the limbs and body,
till at last his efforts were rewarded. The colour came

again to the pallid cheek and lip, the eyes opened, and

Hundi sitting up gazed about in wonder.
" The ship ?

"
he questioned eagerly.

" What of it,

and where is Hardy Thrand ?
"

Kiartan pointed to where the sea boiled over a long

low skerry.
"
There the Sea-deer struck and sank, and

Ran no doubt has claimed Thrand and all his Jomsburg
crew."

By great good luck they had been swept into a narrow

voe, and cast upon the only strip of beach where footing

might be gained. On either hand towered crags of reddish,

lichen-covered rock, and ever came the roaring din of the

i*
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tides, which met outward beyond the reef, in tumultuous

whirlpools of raging water. Overhead the startled sea-

birds flew from their nesting places in the cliff, filling the

air like a drifting snow storm, as they swooped and

wheeled, awakening the echoes from crag and cavern

with their shrill cries.

Resuming their sun-dried garments, they took their

way at length to where a break showed in the face of the

cliff, and climbed over fallen masses of red stone, and up

by steep grassy slopes, till they stood upon the summit.
" An island," exclaimed Kiartan as he gazed around,

" and likely uninhabited, save by the sea-birds and the

seals."

Far away on the edge of the sea, like a faint blue cloud,

land was visible to the south. Northward a high heathy
hill shut out the view.

" Much I wonder where we are ?
"
he mused,

"
and now,

Hundi, it comes to my mind, that Kalf Asgeirson spoke
of a dangerous tide roost north of Orca Isles, with a lonely

island in the midst of it just like this."
" Then we are in Fridarey," chimed in Hundi,

"
and here

we may be held for long, for only seal hunters come hither

at set times."
" Be it what it may, Fridarey, or one of Shetland Isles,

let us climb that hill and see what lies beyond." They
took their way, east along the island, following the cliff

edge, by many a winding geo, or inlet, where the billows

thundered, sending high, white jets of spray, from hidden

crevices in the rocks, or rumbling in the depths of gloomy
caverns, which penetrated far into the land. Now they
struck inland towards where they saw a mighty howe,

and as they went their feet sank in the soft springy turf,

through which sweet scented thyme was woven, and from
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among the cushioned sea-pinks, nesting sea-birds peered
at them with fearless eyes. By the base of the howe
stood a tall and weathered pillar stone, before which they

paused.
"
Here will be the burial place of some great

warrior," said Kiartan,
"
and, see, there are runes cut

along the edge of the stone in the Erse fashion." Noting
how the lines were grouped and slanted, he slowly spelt

out this inscription :

"
Donal the Sage fell here in King Aedan's battle with

the Picts."
"
Does it say who won that battle ?

"
asked Hundi.

"
No, only that this Donal fell, but doubtless many

went with him to Val-hal, and this mound will have been

heaped above the corpses."
" And there," cried Hundi,

"
is their Broch." He

pointed to where at no great distance appeared a dark

and rugged building, easily to be mistaken for the rocks,

but the boy was quick to discern it, for he had often seen

such towers in his native Orkney ;
most men say that

the Picts were builders of them, but some deem them
the work of an even older race. Kiartan looked anxiously
for some sign of life as they approached, but no smoke
rose on the clear air, no voices of men or lowing of cattle

broke the stillness. The place wore a look of utter

desolation. With cautious steps they walked around the

grim forbidding walls, and came to where a ruinous breach

gave entrance. Then a strange sight met their eyes.

Out on the heath near by, lay piled a huge cairn of

bones, whitened by the passing of many years. Vast

numbers of human skulls were here ranged around, forming
walls which sloped upwards and inward, enclosing a

mingled mass of bones of all sorts, which rose to a great

height above the encircling wall. On top of all was poised
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one skull of uncommon shape and size, which seemed to

lord it over its brethren beneath.

While they still gazed upon the ghastly cairn, a raven

flew up from the sea-crags and perched on the summit,

whence it surveyed them knowingly with a cold blue eye ;

then flapping its wings, it uttered twice a loud harsh

croak, then set about whetting its bill on the skull.
"
Almost could I swear he spoke words of sooth," said

Kiartan.
"
They are the wisest of all birds, and mark

you, how he looks us up and down, as if sorry to have

missed the picking of our bones."

At this the raven gave forth a complacent chuckle.
" He jeers at us," said Hundi angrily, and seizing a

stone, he hurled it at him.

Up leaped the raven hi the air, and spreading its glossy

wings, went circling off.

They entered the fort now by the broken entrance, and

found themselves within great walls of unmortared stone,

immensely thick at the base, but narrowing towards the

top. At three levels, galleries wound around inside the

walls, connected to each other by rude stone steps.

Such a Broch was this as one which stands to this day
on Mousa Isle in Shetland, and in it Kiartan's own ancestress

Thora Lace-hand, had dwelt for long, storm stayed there

with Biorn, her viking lover. This ancient love tale

came back to his mind now, as he paced the galleries

of this ruined tower, and all his wish was this, that

he like Biorn had borne away a fair bride from Nor-

way's shore, and much he wondered how Ingeborg had

fared since that fateful night. For Thorkel, too, he

mourned. " No trustier comrade could a man hope for,"

he thought,
"
and if he has fallen, I may not hope to look

upon his like."
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One by one they examined the cell-like cavities in the

thickness of the walls, but found no trace of any recent

dweller, yet upon the floor of the Broch in various places

were scattered the charred remains of fires.
"
Seal

fishers have been likely, and not so long since," said Kiartan,
" and I would they had left some provender behind. Food

we must have without delay, so let us go and catch some

of those upstanding red-billed birds, which we saw at their

burrows by the cliffs." Back they went, and taking the

strong stem of a gorse bush, he fastened to it a strip torn

from his scarlet kirtle, then handing it to Hundi, looked

on amused, while he thrust it into a cranny beneath the

bank.

In a trice the boy pulled out the rod, bringing with it a

comical looking bird, which clung tenaciously by bill and

claw to the piece of cloth. When a sufficient number of

the birds had been secured, and with them some of their

white ashen spotted eggs, they returned to the Broch.

Hundi then went to gather brushwood, and dried bracken

for a fire, and meantime Kiartan skinned and prepared
the birds, then looked about for a suitable spot in which

to lay the fuel. At length in a sheltered spot, he set it

down, upon the heaped up ashes of a former hearth, and

taking knife and flint from belt, knelt to strike a spark
into a handful of the withered kindling ;

but ere he did

so a thin blue reek of smoke curled up, and fanned by a

light wind the brittle fern burst into a blaze.
"
By

Fenrir's fangs !

"
he exclaimed leaping to his feet,

"
these

ashes were still glowing, and some dweller has not long

gone hence."



Chapter XIX

Hord the Half-Troll

HAT night they made their couches of

heaped up heath and fern on the grass

grown floor of the Broch, and soon

they sank to slumber, wearied by all

they had come through.
Of a sudden Hundi started into

wakefulness, alarmed by something he

knew not what.

The fire had died down, but the moon had risen high
in a cloudless sky, and through the rugged opening in the

wall, the cairn of bones loomed up white and fearsome.

No sound broke the stillness, save the monotonous roaring
of the tide, and now and then the harsh cries of the sea-

fowl, disturbed in their nesting places on the cliffs. A
feeling of dread stole over the child as his eyes fastened

on that awesome heap, whereon had come to roost, like

two grim sentinels, that uncanny raven and its mate.

Though brave enough for his years, Hundi could not

forbear thinking of stories he had heard, of fetches, vam-

pires, trolls, evening riders and such like, and for comfort

his hand sought that of his companion.

Presently a weird thing happened, for somehow dis-

lodged from its place on the summit of the cairn, the

skull came clattering down, and with great bounds went

rolling out across the moonlit sward, whereat the ravens

waked up and flapped their sombre wings, croaking dis-

246
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mally, as if in converse with each other, ere they settled

again to rest.

No wonder that Hundi shuddered as he watched for

what might next befall. There was silence for a while,

then something stirred in the heap, and he heard a

rattling mid the bones.
"
Awake, Kiartan," he whispered,

"
strange things

have come about, the bones stir and move uneasily, and

the great skull has leaped down and gone its ways. Hist !

"

he added,
"
hear how the ravens chatter to each

other."

Kiartan tried to soothe his fears.
" Some wild creature

most like has made his lair in yonder." Yet he, too,

listened keenly, and soon again came the ghostly noise.
"
It would seem, indeed," he continued,

"
as if the old

mound dwellers had come hither searching for their

bones."

At last a long, lean, hairy arm came forth from the pile,

and worked rapidly, removing the bones one by one and

drawing them inward, till at length a dark opening was

disclosed, deeply shadowed by the moon. Then a furry

cat-like form crept out and away till the wall of the

Broch hid it from view. As for the ravens they flitted

off silently into the night.
"

It seems to me this cairn dweller needs watching,"

whispered Kiartan, then bidding Hundi lie still and

fear nothing, he gripped his knife, and glided off towards

the entrance. Climbing to the middle gallery, he crouched

there peering down under cover of the wall. Soon he heard

the rustling of the bracken, as if someone approached

stealthily, then a quick breathing fell upon his ear, and

over the broken ledge of masonry, he saw beneath, the

form of a wild looking man clad in furry garments. His
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back was broad but somewhat mis-shapen, and as he

crawled he dragged after him a huge and knotted

club.

Thought Kiartan,
"
here is a back that needs straighten-

ing," and he gathered himself for a leap. Some sound he

made must have warned the stranger, for now he looked

upward showing a pallid face, one eyed, and fringed with

a long matted beard and shaggy black hair. As Kiartan

leaped he sprang erect with a startled cry, brandishing

his club, but quickly it was wrenched from his grasp, and

now a pair of arms were round him, crushing him in a

vice-like grip. Snarling savagely, he fastened his teeth

in his opponent's shoulder.
"

111 bitten, wolf," said Kiartan, and now he squeezed
him till tongue and eye started from his head, his ribs

bent inwards, and the breath came in great gasps.
"
Hold," cried the stranger in a choking voice,

"
I crave

peace." These words he uttered in Gaelic, and Kiartan

answered him.
"
Little you deserve it, yet I grant it." His grasp

relaxed, and the man sank limply to the ground.
As he sat there staring up at him, Kiartan thought

he had never seen a more uncanny face. The head was

long and flattish, the hair black as night, one eye gleamed

darkly in the moonlight, and in the hollow socket of the

other was thrust a ball of sheep's wool. Around his neck,

pricked in blue, was Midgard's Snake with tail in mouth.

His tangled beard hung almost to his waist.
" A pity," said he,

"
that you had not spoken sooner

those words in my mother tongue, else we had been friends

from the outset, and I would now have more breath to talk

with you. Never have arms gripped me as did yours,

and it will be long ere my ribs are the better of that bear's
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hug." He felt himself gingerly as he spoke, and added,
"
where learnt you the Gaelic tongue ?

"

"
That matters not, but tell me why you crept on us

thus wolf-like in the night ?
"

" Tis not my wont to slay men as they sleep," was the

answer,
" and I came thus stealthily to learn if you were

by chance an enemy of mine. I am a Faroe man, Hord

by name, and was driven thence by one, Trond of Gate.

He it was who plucked out my right eye, for sending
him upon a luckless wooing."
At mention of Trond, Kiartan smiled.

"
Great luck

was yours to have one left, for I know his tricks of old
;

but tell me, Hord, how came you here, and what is this

island called ?
"

"
That is soon told. Fleeing from Trond, I fared first

to Shetland, where I lived at the Burg on Mousa. One
summer Earl Sigurd came there, and hearing my tale,

brought me hither to Fridarey to tend the beacon on the

hill there to the north which warns Orkney of the ap-

proach of hostile war-fleets."

Hundi had drawn near meantime, and at mention of

Fridarey uttered a joyous cry, glad to learn for certain of

their whereabouts. Kiartan stroked the lad's dark curls

and spoke again ;

"
here stands Hundi, the son of Earl

Sigurd, your master, till lately a hostage in Norway with

King Olaf Tryggveson."
Hord dropped upon his knee, and placed his hands

between those of the boy, who received this act of homage
with delight.

"
Sigurd's son I am in truth," he said,

" and this is

Kiartan the Icelander."
" A Northman, yet speaking Gaelic ?

"
questioned

Hord.
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" No need to wonder at that," replied Kiartan,

"
for

my father's mother was daughter of Muir-Kiartan of

Aileach, the great Erse king, and from him I take my
name."

Herd's brows brightened.
" A noble lineage that, and

now I see why I was forewarned of your coming."
" Then you knew more than I did myself," said Kiartan,

" and how came you by such knowledge ?
"

For answer, Hord broke into a weird chant, swaying
his body and waving his arms as he sang :

" Hord the Half-troll

Northmen have named me.

Dreamer of dreams I,

And sayer of sooth
;

Galdraman, Seidman,
Wizard and Warlock

;

Wise are the words of

The Weaver of Fate.

From Faroe forth faring

I fled in hot haste,

When ill went the wooing
Of Trond o' the Gate :

White skulls now my shieldburg,

Bare bones make a pillow,

Sage seal folk my friends are

In far Fridar Isle.

Round me the ravens

The hawks of High-Odin,
Called at the coming
Of Deer of the Sea

;

Croaked of the corpses

By Ran rudely handled,
But told of a hero

Who haven had won."
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" You are something of a poet, Hord," said Kiartan,
"
as well as foresighted, and wondrous wise you must be,

to understand crow-talk."

Hord smiled, well pleased at the praise.
" But one

other man I knew who had the art, and it takes long in

learning but, stay, the Earl's son stands sorely in need

of food and rest, and now you shall have proof of my good-
will." So speaking, he went off, and soon returned

bringing smoked fish and cheese in plenty. The fire was

quickly rekindled, and they sat around partaking heartily

of the good cheer, whilst Hord piled up dried fern, and

warm seal skins for their couches.

Next morning with Hord for guide they traversed the

island in every direction, and found much to wonder at.

Along the coast rose spire and pinnacle, carven by that

great craftsman the sea. Not far from the Howe, they
saw how a great column soared upward from the waves,

whose edge was outlined like a human face. Westward
like a crouching lion, a huge promontory extended,

rising high, with caves about its base
;

"
Sheep's Crag

"

it was named in after days.

Most they marvelled at the tunnelled gloups, which

honeycombed the cliffs in many places : great chasms

where the sea boiled far below, finding its entrance by
many a twisting passage.

Lastly, Hord led them to his bone-burg as he called it,

and showed them that within was a small chamber of

stone.
"
Here I hide," he said,

" when freebooters come

ashore, and none have ever searched herein, for they hold

these bones in awe. Once they were scattered far and wide,

but with great labour I collected them and piled them
thus. There is a saga which tells of the landing of King
Aedan in Fridarey, and how for a whole week he fought
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the Picts. Yonder," he continued, pointing,
"

is the

pillar stone of Donal the Sage, his chief Druid and coun-

sellor, and here is his skull." He picked it up as he

spoke from where it had rolled to, and gazed at it admir-

ingly.
"
See how large it is, and wave-marked like a

shell. A wondrous wise brain must once have lain within
;

for that reason I gave it the highest place upon my cairn."

He placed it reverently upon the heap, then lapsed into

a moody silence.

Kiartan tried to rouse him.
"
Come, tell us of your

dealings with Trond of Gate, a name that is known to

many in Iceland."
"

Little do I like to think of those days," answered the

Galdraman.
" Trond was a cross-grained, self-willed

man, shape-strong at times, and ill to deal with. Once

on a time I lived on Sandoe, and had there a fair abode,

good land and chattels in plenty. With me, after my wife

died, were eight large and fine cats for company, and

my ravens which have been with me since they were

fledglings, and have followed me in all my wanderings.
Wondrous wise birds are these, and understand every
word I say to them. Harder was it for me to master

their speech, but patience can accomplish much, and in

the end I learned it. One day Trond of Gate came to

Sandoe, in his swift sailing skuta, dressed in his war-

woof and richly bedecked, and a worse man was not to

be looked for behind, when he went before. Up he came

to my abode and greeted me.
' Your counsel and skill

in magic,' said he,
'

has often stood our kinsmen in good

stead, and now I, too, must ask your aid, for I fare on a

wooing journey.'
" '

Doubtless you shall win your way in that, as in most

other matters
'

;
said I, whereat he laughed somewhat,
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and replied :

'

the maid I seek is very fair and her father

a wealthy wight, though for that I care little, but this I

tell you, that love for her gnaws at my heart, as the water

eats the rock, and if you can speed me on my way no

niggard will you find me. A gold finger ring shall be

yours.'
" '

In this case,' said I,
'

the old saying will prove true,

that a laggard wight no troth will plight, and to me it

seems that this maid will like a speedy wooer.' Then

taking a fish bone, I carved runes upon it and gave it to

him, saying,
'

this will bring the luck you need, but see to

it, that for one day she wears it in the heel of her

shoe.'
" '

That should be easy to bring about,' said Trond,

and placing it in his pouch, he bade me farewell, and went

in all haste to his ship. I watched him hoist sail, and

steer across the Sound to Naalsoe, right glad to see the

last of him. That night I went on a sleep journey, and

dreamt that an eagle with an iron beak flew against me,

and with him went a hawk. The hawk I beat off, but the

eagle, dashing down, pecked out my right eye, and flew

off with it in his bill. I awoke feeling for my eye, and

felt sure that dream portended little good to me.
" A few days later with strange foreboding, I saw

Trond's ship come again. Soon he came hurrying up the

steep grassy slope, and with him fared his kinsman whom
in jest men call Thord the Low, for few are tall as he.

" '

Ho, wizard/ called Trond in a thundering voice, as

he reached my door.
' No laggard in love was I, but had

I wooed less hastily my luck had been better.'
" ' How went it with the charm ?

'

said I, backing away
into the gloom, for it was dark within the house.

'

In

this wise went it,' said he,
'

that as I stooped to slip the
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bone into her shoe, she dealt me such a box on the ear,

that my cheek still tingles at the memory.' His looks

were furious.
' Come forth,' he roared,

'

and take your

payment.'
'

Nay,' I replied,
'

but rather do you come

within and give it.' Trond pushed his great head inside

the door and glared around. At that the cats not liking

his looks, rose up and acted valiantly, arching their backs

and mewing hideously, while their eyes glowed like burning
embers.

" Trond drew back somewhat in alarm and took counsel

with Thord.
' What shall we do with this man of Hel

and his cats ?
'

" ' Smoke them out,' said Thord. Then they piled

brushwood about my door, and quickly a fire was lit, and

soon the smoke became unbearable.
' Come out then,

troll, and lose an eye,' said Trond,
'

or stay within and

lose your life.'

" The cats sneezed loudly and blinked their eyes, and

thinking a blind man better than a burnt one, I burst out

where the smoke was thickest, and after me came the cats

howling at their shrillest. Thord followed us with long

strides, but tripping over a cat fell sprawling, cursing

vilely. Trond more nimble overtook me and flung me
down.

'

Spare my eye, Trond,' I begged.
'

Spare your

tongue,' he growled,
'

or I may take that, too,' and with

that he whipped an eye from me and leaped again to his

feet.
" '

There, wizard, is payment for your fish bone,' and

with that he flung the eye at me.
' Take heed/ he added

as with his friend he turned to go,
'

one month from now
I will return, and if I find you still in Sandoe, will take

the other eye as well.'
" The cats did not come back, and that I thought a
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sore loss, but Trend's threat was not to be made light of,

so I determined to leave the island, yet knew not where

to go. Then there came about a great happening. One

day as I walked along the cliffs, a crash sounded in the

sky, louder than any thunder. I looked up, and there

high in the air, wrapped in a ring of black smoke, seemed

to be a man on horseback. He carried a flaming firebrand

in his hand, and as he rode swiftly across the island, left

a trail of smoke behind. Southward he sped faster than

a bird can fly, hissing the while louder than a thousand

vipers. Where he vanished far out to sea, uprose a vast

cloud of steam, and there I doubt not both horse and

rider plunged down to Muspelheim."
" A great omen that," said Kiartan,

"
and tell me how

you read it ?
"

"
In this manner, that I should fare southward as did

that fiery rider
;
but in truth that token seems too great

for such small turn of affairs, and I look for some weightier

happening yet to come."

Of this talk Hundi now grew weary, and ran off to

where they had caught the birds, and there he whiled

away the time.
" Now I will tell you," said Kiartan,

"
of a strange

dream which befell me as we came hither on the storm-

driven ship. I fell into a troubled sleep, and many fetches

seemed to flit before me, with staring eyes, who gibbered
at me as they passed, these I took to be men I had slain

in battle." Then he went on to unfold his dream, first

telling of that fair crowned image, which seemed like

Ingeborg, the King's sister
;
next of the dragon ship, and

the high wave which overwhelmed it, lastly of Gudruna
and the sword, Footbiter.

To all this, Hord listened calmly, then for some time
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sat silent and thoughtful, his hands clasped about his

knees. At last he spoke.
"
Plain is it, that the three

Nornir rule this dream, namely Urd, who telleth of the

Past
; Verdandi, who gives knowledge of the Present

;
and

lastly Skuld, who can foreshadow all things to come.

Urd shows the King's sister, and from her you have parted
to meet no more in earthly guise ; yet your fates are still

intertwined, and, through her, doom comes to you at

last."
"
Let it come then," said Kiartan ruefully,

"
if your

rede be true, life holds little that I care for."
"
Say not so. The pain will pass, and great deeds are

yet before you. Since parting must needs be, swift

parting was best."

Hord sat silent for a while again, and Kiartan watched

his face, thinking that no worse spaedom could be looked

for.

Now the Galdraman continued
;

"
Verdandi lifteth the

cloud that veileth the vision, knowledge is given me of

mighty happenings "; and he chanted in a low monotone :

"
High in wind swept Hall of Aegir
Black winged hosts of Odin hasten,

Over Mirror of the Sea-kings,

Southward where they scent the slaughter.

From their lone lairs in the forest,

Loup the fearsome grey garbed hunters,

Hie to welcome battle's banquet
To the sea strand billow borne.

Howl ye wolves and haste ye ravens
;

Here the Game of Hild is waging,
Swords are sweeping, helms resounding,

Spoil of spears shall sate your hunger.
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Son of Iceland. Olaf's liegeman.

Lo, a woeful tale awaits you,
When at length in Isles of Orca
Oars of long-ships lie at rest.

Mourn then for the Cross-defender,
Foe of Odin, Thor and Freya,
For the star of Son of Tryggve
Setteth 'neath a sea of slaughter.

And the Valkyrs, hero choosers,
Hover high above his war-deck,
Waves of battle close about him
But the Cross outlasts the tempest."

Kiartan listened to this chant most gravely, for he

thought that it boded little good to King Olaf in his

journey to Wendland.
" Hard to believe that such

things could come to pass," said he,
"

for there lives not

a king in the Northlands who can overcome Olaf Tryggve-
son in fair fight. Now read for me that vision of the

woman with the sword."

Hord shook his head gloomily.
" You have heard of

the love that is lost to you, and of the great warfare that

is even now shaping ;
but of Skuld's vision I fear to speak.

As the holy Havamal sayeth,
'

no man should know his

fate beforehand, then his mind is free from sorrow.' Why
lift the curtain which hides the future ?

"

"
That I would do boldly, and I fear not to look beyond

it. Spears may spare but old age will not, and a man

may die but once
;

therefore do not delay to declare what

fate you forsee for me."

Then Hord answered :

"
Uncertain are the minds of

women, for their hearts are shaped on a whirling wheel,

and fickleness is laid in their breasts. She who once

17
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loved thee well will serve thee worst, yet words of warning
I will utter, for in this matter thou shouldst not be taken

unaware."

Then he sang :

" Northward thy path leads,

And lo at its end,

Love turned to hate

And a foe that was friend
;

Skuld speaketh of doom,
Yet no death day she nameth,
But beware of that fight

Where Footbiter flameth."

He ceased and Kiartan's laugh rang out scornfully.
" Now I know that your wizardry is all at fault, for Foot-

biter is the sword of Bolli, my foster-brother, and into

any fight where it is unsheathed, I go assured of its help
and defence."



Chapter XX
The Island Prison

O captive chained within glcomy dun-

geon walls was ever more impatient of his

bonds, more lonely of heart, more vexed

by ceaseless longing, more eager to be

free and far away, than was Kiartan now.

He was tortured most by his own

imagining, that Ingeborg might after all

have been overtaken and captured in

her flight to Olvirshowe, and borne aboard the Earl's

ship.

As he paced along the cliff edge, with eyes ever searching

the sea rim for a sail, sad was he to think that likely

their desperate fight in Frosta had been all for nought
that in vain had the dauntless Thorkel died to rescue her.

Perhaps even now as he idled away the long summer days,

girt in by the ever moaning waters, she was a captive,

too, an unwilling bride, a helpless hostage, held as surety

for the keeping of that compact which King Olaf had

made with the Jomsburg Earl.

And then he mused on all that might have been if he

had not fallen to Thrand's cowardly blow. He would

have borne her far from all danger, out to Iceland as his

bride, and what a glad home-coming that would have been

at Herdarholt. How proudly Olaf Peacock the king-

descended, would have hailed this royal lady to his house-

hold. Even yet if he could reach Norway he might still
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win her for his own one daring plan after another

flashed through his resourceful mind
;
but how to escape

from his island prison, that was the problem which

baffled him.

He had come unscathed from amid the clash of weapons,
out of the clutches, too, of those who had captured him
he had wrestled with the waves when roused to their

fiercest fury, and won out of that strife triumphantly,

snatching the boy Hundi, too, from the very maw of the

destroyer but, after all, the sea was conqueror. He
looked forth as from a beleagured castle, and saw how in

unnumbered ranks, the billows advanced like a mighty

army, and, gathering strength, flung themselves forward,

assailing in fury the long walls of the precipices. Up-
wards they leaped, raging as with remorseless hate fell

back in scattering showers, and fled away defeated. Yet

all the while unceasingly, with untiring energy, the be-

siegers were undermining the deep foundations of the

rocky citadel
; rushing in by many a dark and tortuous

cavern, rumbling, roaring, echoing, booming like subter-

ranean thunder, spouting in foamy fountains, through

gloup and tunnelled crevice.

Yes, the waves held him captive, for Fridarey lies in

the very highway of meeting tides, and only in fairest

weather can its dangerous roost be passed ; yet he would

have dared it in the frailest skiff, for he was fearless of

the sea, and wild for freedom
;
but Hord had not so much

as a currach, nor wattles nor hides at hand to make one,

and still strove to counsel patience.
"
Always at this season of the year the Earl takes

thought for his faithful beacon warder, and sends a ship

with provender. Every day now I look for it."

But day after day slipped by, and the Orkney ship
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did not come. An anxious look settled on Herd's weather-

beaten countenance, and often he muttered :

"
it may be

the great Earl Sigurd is dead, for never before has he failed

me." The ravens, too, his black-winged messengers as

he called them, had deserted him, or so it seemed, for they
had been absent longer than was their wont. As dawn
broke one morning, their harsh cries were heard,

and like two specks they saw them circling high over-

head.

Lower and lower they descended in great spirals, till at

length they lit upon the cairn. Right joyous was Hord
at their coming, and down he sat to question them, as

gravely as if they had been king's bodes, returning from

an embassy.
"
Hai Hugin ! Hai Munin !

"
for by the

names of All-father Odin's birds he had presumed to call

them,
"
what tidings have you brought, my trusty ones,

from Hrossey over the sea ?
"

Solemn croaks and wise looks answered him, as some-

times singly, sometimes together, the ravens chattered

on, and Herd's face lengthened as he hearkened.
"
Sorrow

and death ! sorrow and death, they tell me of : silence

and mourning in Hrossey Hall, no song nor feasting there,

and the Earl's high-seat empty. Alas and alas ! it must
be he lies low in mound, and all his warring days are done.

But ye have long delayed, my fierce ones, and whither

were ye erstwhile ?
"

Now quicker, shriller came that uncouth utterance ;

they shrieked, they clacked, they chuckled, and often

spreading their glossy wings, they flapped them as though

exulting.
" Ha !

"
exclaimed the Galdraman :

"
from the islands

of the Danish Sound, from the narrow seas ye fare. There

a banquet board was spread, and there flocked all your
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fellows, the erne, the crow, the dusky pada : sated were

they all too, on wave-tossed stranded corpses."

Kiartan's impatience was in no wise allayed by this

bird talk and Herd's forebodings.
"
Fire the beacon on

the height," he urged,
"
then will the war-fleet sail wide

and about, and some ship will surely come hither."
"
So be it," answered Hord,

"
though never before has

it flared, save when viking raiders were abroad
;
now

the messenger of bale shall blazon forth good tidings,

that the Earl's son has come again to his father's

realm."

Then they went, the three together at evening, to the

hill at the north of the isle, and Hord bore the kindling

in an iron pot. By the high stacked beacon they stood a

while to gaze on the fair and far extending prospect. Out

from the crags the seals swam and played on the bosom

of the heaving deep, that spread away, streaked with

violet and grey-blue shifting shades, and silver lights,

mellowing in the after sunset glow to a fluid gold, to

burnished bronze, with quivering flakes of fire, where the

wave crests of the roost caught the glory. North and

south of the sun's setting place, against the honey yellow

of the heaven, the capes of Orkney's and of Shetland's

Isles lay purple dark like lingering clouds.
" A weather change comes soon," said Kiartan,

"
for

note how the isles stand high above the sea
; yet a fair

wind is now to fan the flame, so be about your work."

Hord quickly blew his kindling to a blaze, and lit a

torch thereat, his dark locks tossing wildly, his one eye

gleaming uncannily, as he whirled it on high and vaunted

thus :

" now shall the sleeping serpents of the fire awake,

and hissing leap to make their feast of faggots now shall

the smoky banners float forth upon the way of the wind.



Solemn croaks and wise looks answered him, and Herd's

face lengthened as he listened,
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Come hither, lad. You, the Earl's son, must summon the

isles-men to our helping."

Hundi needed no second bidding, and snatching the

proffered torch, thrust it in amid the dry gorse and bracken

loosely piled for kindling, and soon the well-built fuel

was a tower of raging flame.

They stepped aside out of the smoke and glare, and now
their gaze was fixed expectantly upon the distant head-

lands. At length a light leaped out like an unsteady

star, waxing red, waning dim, glowing brighter as the

shades of twilight deepened.
"
Swinborg is ever first," cried Hord,

" and see, Rinarsey
answers us now, and Sandey next will bear the message
onward to Westrey and the heights of Hoy. Soon in

Hrossey-burg men will be mustering, aye, and from Sand-

ness Hills to the Noup of Noss."

So they stood till the sky was star-sprinkled, and late

into the night, watching the fitful lights upon the head-

lands.

Then came a time of hope and waiting ;
sullen days

of ever dripping rain, when the clouds drove low over

dim grey waters, and the spindrift flew. When the sun

shone forth again, with white clouds racing in the blue

above, and white caps dancing on a joyous sea
;

far away
like flocks of homing birds they discerned ships scudding
hither and thither, but none steered nigh to Fridarey.

None wore a cheerful face save Hundi, and much
as he longed for home and kin, he could not tire of the

wondrous isle, the seal flocks, the birds, the fishing, and

the marvellous echoes from the crags. The isle seemed

populous enough when he wakened those phantom voices.

One morning they rose and found that a curdling mist

had arisen out of the sea, and drifted like a fine woven
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curtain over all the island. To the cliff edge they wended,

stepping warily, and sat for a while in an accustomed

seat, facing towards the huge bulk of Sheep's Crag. Out

of the hidden depths eerie sounds mounted long drawn

gurglings, the inrush and outbreathing of air from

cavernous recesses, curious grumbling murmurs, as if

down there a giant lay in uneasy slumber.

A sense of utter desolation weighed upon Kiartan, and

he was silent long. Hundi strove to rouse him from his

brooding sorrow, and cheerily and loud and long he shouted,

to summon the echo from Sheep Crag.
" Hundi son of

Sigurd is here ! Hundi son of Sigurd is here !

"
rang

his call, and "
Sigurd is here," cried the echo in answer

again and again.
" A good omen is that," said Hord

;
then Kiartan' s

deep-chested shout was raised, and louder, more clearly

resounding came the answer,
"
Sigurd is here."

Hord the Half Troll's ear was first to catch another

sound, distant and dull but unmistakable, the rhythmic
roll of oars sweeping a great ship forward. Nearer it

came and nearer, and Kiartan leaping to his feet, shouted

louder than before.

And now some breath of wind blew the mist apart, and

through the thinning vapour emerged a shape, immense,

majestic, slow-moving like a swan a long-ship fully

manned, with shields overlapping all along its sides, and

shining dragon beak and tail.

" Who calls the name of Sigurd ?
" came a hailing from

her deck, and no echo was that, but the voice of one who
stood golden helmed and stately on the prow, for Orkney's
Earl had come to Fridarey at last.

But lately he had returned from Sitric Silkbeard's burg
at Dublin, and sorrowful tidings waited him at home,
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where all mourned the drowning of his youngest son. A
shipwrecked man had brought the n ws, Hardy Thrand

no less, who, lashed to the sail yard, had been borne

seaward down the Roost, and picked up by a fishing

craft battling back to Hrossey. Good gifts he had from

Sigurd when he related how he had stolen the lad away
from Olaf Tryggveson in hope to land him safe in Orkney.

"
And," said he,

"
although I strove in every way,

Lord, to save the lad, what might mortal strength avail

against the fury of the sea. Out of my very arms the

billows snatched him, and he sank before my eyes."

The story, as he told it, made the hardiest warriors

shed tears
; yet not long would he bide amongst them,

but betook himself with gold and gear aboard an out-

bound ship, and now he is out of the story.

Somewhat of doubt wakened in Sigurd's mind when he

heard of the kindling of the beacon.
"
Half-witted

Hord is all unfit to be warder," said some,
"
for no sign

of raiders did we find from Pentland Firth to Rinarsey."
But the Earl, heeding not, called his crew aboard his

dragon, and steered for Fridarey.

Then through the mists of morning, as they drew nigh
the lonely isle, had come the voices on the wind

;
Hundi's

name and his own, shouted and echoed weirdly from the

crags, then he in turn had answered.

Down by the South Haven the ship came in, as near

land as might be, and through the tangle of sea kelp, a

tall stalwart figure came wading out, with the lad, sun-

browned and long-haired, borne shoulder high.

A cheer of joy, amazement, triumph, rent the air, as

clambering aboard, Kiartan placed the long lost Hundi
in his father's arms.

That evening wind and tide were favourable, so no time
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was lost in putting to sea, when all the stores that Hord

required had been carried to the Broch.

As they stood upon the ship, looking backwards to the

grim red battlements of their island prison, the Galdraman

clambered out upon the rocks to wave farewell. He stood

outlined against the sky, a weird solitary figure, with his

ravens circling round him, and pointing north he called :

"
thither your path lies, Icelander, and forget not my words

of warning."
Loud rang Kiartan's answering hail :

"
your words I

will pay heed to when I come to Iceland's shores, but now

my steps wend otherwheres."

Words could not be found to describe the rejoicings in

Hrossey at the home-coming of Hundi. Sigurd's new

bride, Donada, Malcolm's daughter, was kind as she was

fair, and the Earl's elder sons welcomed their little brother

most warmly, and were eager to hear of his adventures

in Norway.
It was still in Kiartan's mind to return there at the

earliest, and though Earl Sigurd promised to aid him in

all ways, he spoke against his going ;
"for you know not

how King Olaf may have resented your dealings with the

Jomsburgers." But tidings soon came which set all these

plans at naught, and gave proof to the prophesying of

Hord.

One night as they sat in the Hall making merry, voices

were heard without, as of strangers demanding admittance,

and presently there entered a band of men, clad in sea-

faring guise. With them was a priest, whose face was

shadowed by the hood he wore, and foremost strode a

tall, broad-shouldered, brown-bearded warrior, who cast

quick smiling glances this way and that. Kiartan at
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once recognised his kinsman Skuli, whom last he had seen

at Jomsburg with Earl Eric
;

nor did Skuli fail to note

Kiartan where he sat, yet delayed not to go before the

Earl.
"
Greeting, Lord," said he,

" and may we be welcome

here ?
"

"
It is seldom that guests are turned away from my

door," was the answer,
"
but what man's son are you,

and who are these who follow you ?
"

"
Skuli am I, son of Thorstein of Borg, whose father

was Egil Skallagrimson, of whom you may have heard.

As to these with me, most are Icelanders like myself."
"
Though you speak somewhat loftily," replied the Earl,

"
of that lineage you may well be proud. Sit you down,

man, and those with you, and let us have the tidings from

that cold land of yours."
"
In Iceland there is always news, but I am not the

man to give it, since I fare from Norway now."
" What have you to tell, then, of Olaf Tryggveson ?

"

"
Only this," replied Skuli calmly,

"
dead is King Olaf,

and Norway fallen from his hands."

For a moment there was breathless silence, then a great

clamour arose, and many cried,
"
this fellow mocks us."

Sigurd quickly stayed the tumult.
" No man would

venture to jest thus with me," he said sternly,
"
so tell

me straightly, Skuli, whose power availed against that

mighty Kamper."
"
Earl Eric and his Norsemen laid him low," was the

proud answer,
" and I was with them when they cleared

Long-serpent."
"
Then indeed has wolf devoured wolf, but where was

this battle fought, and who else took part in it ?
"

"
Nigh to the Isle of Svold, under Wendland's coast, and
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there a mighty sea-host waylaid King Olaf, but the story

would take long telling."
"
Ho, kinsman," said Kiartan,

"
tell me first, on whose

side fought Sigwald of Jomsburg ?
"

"
I see," replied Skuli,

"
that something is known to

you of Sigwald's guile, but as we Icelanders say,
'

a death-

fated man cannot be saved,' and Astrida's well-meant

warning fell upon unheeding ears."

The priest, who had started at Kiartan's words, stepped
forward now, and flinging back his hood, revealed the well

known face of Father Colman.

Mindful of their last fateful parting mid the pine woods

of Frosta, Kiartan hastened to greet him, and eager

questions rushed to his lips ;
but at this moment Hundi,

who had come to the door of the Skali to gaze upon the

strangers, ran forward with a joyous cry, and seized the

priest by the gown.
Tears rose to his eyes as he took the boy to his heart,

and stroked his dark curls lovingly.
"
Ah, Hundi," he

exclaimed,
"

little did I ever dream of meeting you here

in your father's Hall, for Thorkel Hak judged that the

Jomsburgers had borne you with them."
" Then Thorkel lives," shouted Kiartan overjoyed.

" The old sea-dog came through it after all, in spite of

Thrand's lying boast."
"
That he did," said the priest,

" and lives and thrives

yet for aught I know. He fared straight out to Iceland

with the news of your undoing. A great fight he had of

it with the Jomsburgers. Six came at him all together,

but he burst from the midst of them
;
two he slew and got

away unscathed, but too late to give you any aid : indeed,

from the news he gave, we all deemed you dead."
" What of the Princess, then ?

"
asked Kiartan in a



THE ISLAND PRISON 269

hushed voice.
" How goes it with her in this time of

changes ?
"

Somewhat pitiful in the gaze which Colman turned on

him, warned him that he must look for heavy tidings.
"
My son/' said he,

"
I have that to say, which had best

be told in some place apart."

Then Kiartan led him from amid that throng, out across

the courtyard to where steps descended, and they found

themselves on a steep above the shore. It was a fair

night, the stars shone clearly, and the lights of the war-

ships at mooring were reflected in quivering lines upon
the waters of the calm haven.

They seated themselves together on the rocks, then

Colman thus went on :

"
Very grievous is the pain of

parting, and knowing the dear love that was between you
and Princess Ingeborg, I ask you to endure with manly

courage what I have to tell. She believed you dead, and

is wedded to another."

At these words Kiartan's heart grew cold within him,

and his voice was strange and stern as he demanded :

"
Surely not to the base renegade, Earl Sigwald ?

"

" From that great misery she has escaped, but indeed

the fear of him so haunted her, that with you her trusty

champion dead, as she thought, some other protector was

needful. For this I fear you will blame me, that I

counselled her to wed."
"
His name ?

"

" The Earl Rognevald of West Gothland, a noble

warrior, high-minded, generous, and above all a Christian.

Halfrod, whom you Icelanders called the
'

Troublous

Skald,' had gone to give the Earl refusal of his suit
;
but

after her return from Frosta, at my advice the Princess

yielded, and when King Olaf sailed south on his last
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fatal journey, he took her with him to the Vik
;

there

the Earl met them and the bridal was celebrated."

Kiartan remained silent a while, striving to master the

feelings which surged within him at thought of the future,

which lay so bleak and dark before him. Olaf his King
slain by treachery Ingeborg lost to him What was left

to live for ?

Colman continued: "Doubtless you wonder what

brings me out of Norway. The last thoughts of our

Princess ere she sailed from Nid-mouth were all of your
kindred in Iceland, and she has well equipped me to go
thither to nurture them in the Faith. She bade me
console them for your loss, and tell them of your worth,

delivering to them the treasures and wealth you left

behind."
"
That was most noble, but as for my treasures, I care

nothing now that she is lost to me, who was dearer than

all the world."
" Yet she bade me give into your mother, Thorgerda's

hands, with messages of love, a jewelled glittering coif,

and to Olaf, your good father, the sword and cloak that

were the King's gifts to you. There is also a goodly store

of money, given me by Kolbiorn as your due."
"
That golden coif," sighed Kiartan,

" was Ingeborg's

own gift. I looked for her to wear it as my bride, and now
none other shall."

Then sadly they came together back to the Hall, and

as they entered Sigurd bade them come forward and be

seated with all speed.
"
For Skuli Thorsteinson," said he,

"
will now relate for us the whole story of that great sea

fight at Svold
;
how Olaf Tryggveson bore himself from

first to last, and what notable deeds were done by other

men."



Chapter XXI

The Battle at Svold

SEAT was set for Skuli on the dais by
the Earl's side, and all crowded round

listening, while amid a breathless silence

he commenced his tale, and right well

and modestly he told it, with but little

mention of his own valiant deeds.
"
Great is my luck," said he,

"
to

sit here and tell you how King Olaf fell,

for in that fierce strife of swords, but few of those who
bore the brunt on the deck of the Long-serpent came off

unscathed. Valiant indeed were those heroes, who, ringed
in a shield-burg about their King, fought to the last in

his defence, and deeds of prowess were then done that

skalds will sing of for many a year to come.
" To most of you must be known the story of Olaf

Tryggveson ;
how for years he bore the Raven Banner

through all seas and lands, of his warring in England, and

of the vast sums of gold paid to him by King Ethelred,

bribing him to leave that country ; lastly of his return to

Norway, with but a few ships, and how all the land, ringing

with his fame, rose as one man to welcome him back,

whilst King Hakon fled away before him and came most

miserably to his death by the hands of a thrall. Of all

this I need speak no more, but hear now how a valiant

son took vengeance for a father's blood.
"
After Hakon's death, Eric, his son, fled from Norway
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and gathered to himself men and ships. Friends he found

in Olaf of Sweden and Sweyn Forkbeard, and with these

he leagued himself, but the aid of a traitor was yet needed

to ensure Olaf Tryggveson's downfall. Such a one was

found in the leader of the Jomsburg Vikings, and as long
as men tell of the fight at Svold, so long will the name
of Sigwald be held up to loathing and contempt.

"
It will be fresh in the mind of my kinsman. Kiartan,

there, how King Olaf sought Sigwald' s friendship, and

how his messenger, Kolbiorn, won a good answer, when

at the same time, somewhat coldly did this crafty Earl

seem to deal with my lord Eric
; yet some will have it

that even then there was an understanding between these

two, while others think that Sigwald truly meant to league

himself with Olaf, but afterwards changed sides, when the

King, coming south to Wendland, brought his sister

Ingeborg as bride to Earl Rognevald Wolfson of West

Gothland, for to this lady Sigwald himself had a mind :

so with guile in his black heart and a fair face to hide it,

he bided his time, while he plotted to ensnare King Olaf

in his toils.

"
It came about that in the summer King Olaf fared

south to claim Queen Thyri's dowry at the hands of

Borislaf, King of the Wends, taking with him some sixty

ships. Thither with him sailed the Queen ;
also Jostein,

his uncle ;
Thorkel Nefja, his brother

; Thorgeir and

Hyrning, his step-brothers ;
his kinsman Erling and

other notable men.
" Of this faring Svyeyn Forkbeard was well informed,

and also of the ships and force that Olaf had with him,

and with this Sigwald had most to do.
*" Now word came from Sweyn to the Swedish King

and to Earl Eric that they should come south with all the
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host that they could summon, since a trap could be laid

for King Olaf on his homeward journey. This plot had

been designed by the guileful Sigwald, who following

Olaf to the Wendland Court, there wormed himself into

his good graces, and delayed his departure upon one

pretext or another till his foes had time to muster.
" Now we speak of the sailing of Earl Eric and the

Swede King ; gathering all their host together they
fared south, and there at the entrance to the Ore-Sound,

fell in with their ally, King Sweyn. Such a mighty fleet

of war-ships was now assembled that the sea was covered

with them far and wide. Together we sailed east along

the Wendland coast, until six weeks before summer's

end we came west by the Isle of Rugen, there we entered

the Sound and on through it till we came to a good harbour

hard by the Isle of Svold. So well chosen was this place

for an ambush, that ships sailing from the east, from

Jomsburg at the River Oder s mouth, could pass by know-

ing nothing of enemies lurking there.
" We lay here so long that many grumbled, for the news

had got about that our host was abroad, and we began
to think the King had gone another way. Then one

morning came a swift sailing cutter with tidings from Earl

Sigwald that next day would King Olaf Tryggveson's
fleet sail to the west on the homeward journey, and that

he would guide them by the Sound, but this counsel was

added, that no attack should be made till the King's own

ship, the Long-serpent, had appeared.
"
Next day proved fair and bright, and the Kings and

Earl Eric and many of the chiefs went up on the island to

look eastward for the coming of their prey. I stood there

with the rest and heard what was said. It was not long

before away upon the shining sea we saw the sails of ships

18
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coming onward like a flock of swans upon the tide, these

came up and passed by us quickly and on into the Sound,
nor did they see the lurking foe. Then came sailing a

large and splendid ship, and both the Kings asked,
'

might
this be the Long-serpent ?

' '

Nay,' said Eric laughing,
'

this is a fine ship truly, but it is not the Long-serpent,

which is larger far, and grander, and this I take to be one

owned by Styrkar of Gimsar.'
"
Soon came another ship much larger with a head on its

prow.
'

Now,' said King Sweyn,
'

here is indeed the

Long-serpent, and let us go to our ships and not be slow in

the attack.'
"
Eric replied,

'

this cannot be the Serpent though so

splendidly equipped,' and it was as he said, for it belonged
to Thorkel Nefja, the King's brother, but he himself was

not on board. Next came another ship greater than this.
'

There,' said King Sweyn,
'

you can see the Long-serpent,

and let us delay no longer,' and he made to go towards his

ship.
' No such haste,' said Eric,

'
for the Serpent is yet

to come.' Close upon this ship came another equally

great, and these were owned by Thorgeir and Hyrning,
the King's step brothers, but they themselves were with

the King.
" Now appeared a fifth ship much larger than any of

the others.
" '

Ho,' said the Swedish King mocking,
'

Olaf Tryggve-
son would seem to be afraid, since he dares not to sail

with the head on his dragon.'
' Not so,' said Eric,

'

for

there I tell you sails Erling, the King's brother-in-law,

well I should know that striped sail
;

so let all these ships

sail on, for on board of them are men it would be well to

miss out of the battle
; Erling himself will be steering,

and he is one of the doughtiest of warriors.'
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"
It was not long after this that they recognised Earl

Sigwald's ships, and all of these turned in towards the

Isle of Svold, and lowering their sails lay floating on the

tide. Then saw we three other ships coming onward,

and one of these bore a glittering head on its prow.
'

Now/
said Sweyn impatiently,

'

let us get to our ships, for here

at last is the Long-serpent.'
"
Eric laughed scornfully ;

'

many large ships have

they I tell thee besides Long-serpent, and but few have

yet sailed past.'
" The chiefs murmured at these words and said,

' we

may see now that Eric dares not to fight against Olaf

Tryggveson, nor to avenge his father, and it is a shame

that we lie here inside the island with such a large host,

while Norway's King sails past us without scathe.' Eric

flushed and grew wrathful at these words, and bade us

go to our ships ;

'

yet I think,' said he,
'

that these Danes

and Swedes who now question my courage will be less at

their ease when the sun sinks into the sea to-night.'
" When we came to the beach we saw how four other

ships came sailing, one of which was a dragon much
ornamented with gold.

'

Sure am I now,' said King Sweyn,
'

that here sails the Long-serpent. High will that Serpent

carry me to-night and him will I steer
'

;
but of these

the first was the Crane, and the second the Short-serpent.
' Even if King Olaf Tryggveson had no larger ships than

these,' muttered Eric to his men,
'

King Sweyn would

never win them with the Danish host alone.'
" Now lots were cast among them, as to who should

first attack the Long-serpent, and it fell to King Sweyn,
next to Olaf of Sweden, and lastly Eric if need be.

" Then arose a shout of wonder, and looking seaward

we saw three war-ships coming, larger and more splendid



276 SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

than any that had passed before.
' Which of these then

is the Long-serpent ?
'

said Sweyn,
'

for all seem equal in

my sight,' but none answered him, for now came a fourth

following them closely, and her dragon head shone far and

wide across the sea, as though it had been made of pure

gold. All stood silent gazing in wonder at her length,

for as she glided past the point of the island, the stern did

not appear until long after they had seen the prow.
" '

There, Lord,' said Earl Eric to the Dane King,
'

there

sails now Olaf Tryggveson, and death does his great ship

carry for many a man this day.'
"
King Sweyn had not a word to say, and now no man

denied that this was indeed the Long-serpent.
" When Earl Sigwald and his men rowed in under Svold,

there sailed up to them Thorkel Dydril with the Crane.

Thorkel shouted
'

why do you not sail on ?
'

and this

answer was given,
'

foes lie yonder and we bide here for

King Olaf.' The other ships following saw this, and when

they came up they all lay to, waiting for the Long-serpent.
"
So came King Olaf past the island where his men

were
;
but now out of the harbour's mouth came rowing

the fleet of the Kings and Earl Eric, and when Thorkel

Dydril saw their vast array, he hailed the King thus :

'

let us now sail seaward, Lord, and avoid the combat
while we yet may, for here is an overwhelming host, and

no king is deemed a coward who takes forethought for

the lives of his men.'
" '

Strike the sails,' answered King Olaf.
'

Lash to-

gether the ships and let my men draw their swords. Never

have I fled in battle, and let God look to my life.'
'

Here Skuli paused in his story and drank deeply from

the horn by his side, while a murmur of voices arose in

the Hall as men said one to another that he told the story
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well
;
but now all started and turned to listen, for there

rang out a deep-chested chant which made the rafters

re-echo, and the voice of Erling larla-skald sang :

"
Skall to the Hersir,

Hail to the Sea-King,

Lofty the words of

The warrior high hearted
;

Death might his doom be

But dauntless he dared it,

And foul flight disdaining
He flinched not from foe."

Loudly cheered the Orkney men, but scarcely had the

applause died away, when Skuli, laying aside his drinking

horn, quickly sang this stave in reply :

"
In Battle the bravest

Should bow to the wisest,

Good rede that I reck,

Gave then kinsman to King.
Had I been war-leader,
With wily foe waiting,
From Svold in the Southland

Fast seaward I'd sailed."

"
Well and readily answered," said Earl Sigurd,

"
and

your grand-sire, Egil, could not have turned it better."

Then Skuli again took up the tale.
"
Of the great fight

that now befell and the deeds that I relate, I myself
witnessed most, but of what happened aboard King
Olaf's ship, and the words he spoke, all was told me after-

wards by Einar Tamberskelvir, whom Eric has since

taken into friendship.
"
There were left with King Olaf but eleven ships, not

counting those of Earl Sigwald, for of all those we had first
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seen there is this to be told, that they passed on through
the Sound and out to sea knowing naught of the plight

of their King.
" Now Olaf missed his host as was likely, and the few

ships he had were not to be compared with the great
fleet of his enemies.

" Then were his ships anchored and lashed side by side
;

in the middle lay the Long-serpent, and on either side were

the Short-serpent and the Crane. Throughout the fight

Norway's King stood aft upon the lypting and it was easy
to distinguish him from other men, for he wore a ring

byrnie, over which was a short red kirtle, and upon his

head was a gold wrought helm, while he carried a gilded

shield. He saw how his men lashed together the Long-

serpent and the Crane and it pleased him ill.

" '

Hold/ he cried,
' and let the Serpent lie forward by

as much as she is longer than the other ships, for I will

not be hindmost of my men when this fight begins.'
" Then answered Ulf the Red, the King's standard

bearer,
' we in the prow will have a hot time of it, Lord,

if the Serpent lies so far ahead.'
'

For that,' answered

King Olaf,
' had I the Serpent made longer than other

ships, so that it should be put forward the more boldly in

battle, but I did not know I had a prowman so exceeding
faint-hearted.' Said Ulf,

'

do thou, oh, King, turn thy
back to the foe no more than will I, and the lypting will

be well guarded.'
" The King had a bow in his hand, and straightway

turned a shaft on him.
'

Shoot another way, King/

growled Ulf,
'

for may-be when evening comes you will

think your men not over many.' Then the King took the

arrow off the string and did not shoot.
" When Olaf saw our order of battle he asked :

' who is
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the captain of the ships opposite to us ?
' '

There comes

King Sweyn Forkbeard and the Danish host/ they told

him.
' We are not afraid of those cowards/ said he,

'

for

never were Danes the victors over Northmen
;

but

what chief follows the standard to the right ?
' '

There/

they told him,
'

comes Olaf the Swede King and his

men/
" '

Better for those soft Swedes that they sat at home

licking their sacrifice bowls than to come here under the

weapons of the Long-serpent ;
and who/ asked Olaf,

'

leads

those big ships to my left ?
' '

There/ they said,
'

goes
Earl Eric Hakonson/

" '

Ho/ cried the King,
'

these men are Northmen like

ourselves and will deem us well met to-day, from them we

may expect a hard battle/
" Then both sides blew their war-horns and raised their

battle cries, and the fight commenced
;

but throughout
the day Earl Sigwald let his ships row to and fro and took

no part therein.
" As Ulf the Red had foreseen, the brunt of battle fell

upon the prowmen of the Long-serpent, and there it was

King Sweyn made his onset, while Olaf the Swede King

grappled with the outermost ships of King Olaf Tryggve-

son, and on the other side lay Earl Eric.
" Now the battle was of the sharpest and the carnage

great, and like a hail storm flew the arrows, so that upon
the Long-serpent scarce could a man protect himself. Yet

the attack proved most difficult for the Danes, for soon

the stem defenders of King Olaf's ships cast grappling
hooks aboard their enemies, then leaping after, sword hi

hand, hi a short time had cleared every ship they laid hold

of. Many of the Danes fell, and those who escaped fled

on board other vessels
;

so it happened as King Olaf
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had foretold, that the Danes did not gain the victory over

the Northmen.
"
Equally unlucky were the Swedes, for the Northmen

held their ships fast with grappling hooks and dealt with

them as they had done with the Danes.
" Then it was that King Olaf Tryggveson calling his

chosen champions about him, rushed into the thick of the

fray. So mighty were his blows that all gave back before

him, and many a man tasted death at his hands. So it

came about that both Danes and Swedes were put to

flight.
"

It must be told next what we with Earl Eric did when

the two Kings fought thus against Olaf. Eric laid his

ship the Iron-beak aboard the outermost of King Olaf's

ships to the right, and after the most desperate of struggles

that one we cleared and cut adrift
;
then we laid aboard

the next and cleared it also, and so we dealt with them,

ship after ship, cutting them adrift, till we won up to

Long-serpent, and now occurred the most terrible hand to

hand struggle that could be.
"
Aft on the Iron-beak stood Earl Eric and a shield-

burg was arrayed about him
;
now came an arrow flying

and smote the tiller head close to the Earl, going in up to

the shaft binding.
"
Eric looked keenly at it and asked if any man wist

whence came that hard shot arrow. Even as he spoke
another flew betwixt his side and arm, and on into the

staying board of the steersman, so that the point stood

out far beyond. Then we looked and saw how Einar

Tamberskelvir stood in the straight hold of the Serpent

shooting with his bow, and he was the hardest shooting
of all men. There was with us a Finnish bowman, a most

skilful archer
;

to him the Earl said
'

shoot me yonder big
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man by the mast of the Serpent
'

;
so even as Einar drew

for the third time, there came an arrow from the Finn,

which smote his bow in the midst and brake it asunder.
"
Spake King Olaf then,

' what brake there so loud ?
'

'

Norway from thy hands, King/ answered Einar.
' No

such crash as that/ said the King and cast to him his own

bow. Einar took it, and straightway drew an arrow over

the head.
' Too weak a bow/ he cried,

'

for so great a

king/ and flinging it aside he took sword and shield and

fought manfully. Olaf looked forward on his ship then

and saw how his men smote often, but their swords did

not wound and he shouted,
"

is it because ye strike weakly
that your swords do not bite ?

' '

No, Lord/ answered a

prowman,
'

our swords are both dulled and broken/
" Then went King Olaf down into the fore-room, and

unlocking the chest beneath the high-seat, took therefrom

many bright and sharp swords and gave them to his men
;

but as he reached down his hand they saw how blood ran

out of the sleeve, from under his coat of mail, yet no one

durst ask where he was wounded.
" Hard and bloody was the defence of the prowmen and

the fore-room men, for here had been placed King Olafs

chosen warriors, and when the slaughter began on the

Serpent it was mostly amidships, and many fell there from

exhaustion as well as wounds.
" When but a few were left on their feet there, Earl

Eric boarded, and with him went fourteen champions.
There came against him Hyrning the King's brother-in-

law with his band, and there befell so hard a fight that

the Earl was forced to draw back, and of those who had

followed him few came again to the Iron-beak alive.
"
Then spoke Eric to Thorkel the Tall, Earl Sigwald's

brother, who fought for him that day :

'

many battles
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have I been in, but never before have I seen a ship so hard

to win as this, or men so brave and skilled in defence.

What counsel do you give that we may win this Serpent ?
'

" '

Sure advice I cannot give/ answered Thorkel,
'

but

it seems good to me to take the large beams of timber which

lie under our thwarts, and drop them upon the gunwale
of the Serpent, so that it may lean over

;
then shall we

board more easily and see better how to shoot.'
'

Good
advice this of yours,' said Eric, and now he bethought him

to take down Thor's image from the prow of the Iron-beak

and set up Christ's Cross in its place. After that he

bade them hoist the timbers up and let them fall on the

gunwale of the Serpent, then over these they swarmed to

the attack.
"
Foremost of all went Eric, and when King Olaf saw

him, he shot at him with three short-handled twirl spears,

but these did not go as usual, and none of them hit the

Earl ;
the first flew past his right side, the second his left,

and the third into the fore-part of the ship above his head.
'

Great good luck hath Eric Hakonson,' quoth Olaf,
'

and

it must be that God wills that he shall now reign in Norway ;

and this I do not wonder at, since I see he has changed
the stem-dweller on the Iron-beak

;
and I said to-day he

would not gain the victory over us with Thor in the

stem.'
"
Fierce and furious raged the battle in the straight

hold, and overwhelming was the host that now pressed

onward, yet most gallant was the defence made by those

brave warriors, who stood but thinly ringed about their

King. There fell Hyrning and Thorgeir, Vikar of Tiunda-

land, Ulf the Red and many another who left a famous

name behind."

Skuli paused and looked around
;

the torches had by
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now burned low, but the flickering firelight showed the

eager faces of the listening throng, as breathless they
waited to hear how, at the end of that fierce strife, King
Olaf had borne himself. Skuli rose to his feet so that all

might hear well, as thus he went on :

"
High were heaped the dying and the dead, the planks

were slippery with blood, yet here and there swords still

rose and fell, as grimly died those last champions of Nor-

way's King. It was then I stooped to fling aside the corpses

from before the Earl's feet so that he might win his way
up to where King Olaf stood, a grand but solitary figure

clad in scarlet and gleaming gold.
" When I rose, behold two figures stood where but one

had been before, and it was not to be known at the first

glance which was the King, for Kolbiorn the Marshal,

stately and tall as his master, equipped like him as to dress

and weapons, had gone up and taken his place on the

lypting by his side.
" Now there came such a hail of darts and weapons over

them that the air was darkened, and the uplifted shields

of the two heroes were covered all over with arrows. It

was seen that Kolbiorn said somewhat to the King, whereat

he smiled, then suddenly a shout arose, for on either

side of the ship there leaped into the sea a flashing mail-

clad form, but none there were who could say which was

Kolbiorn the Marshal, and which King Olaf Tryggveson.
"
There were men in small boats who rowed about to

slay those who leaped from the ships : these seized one

whom they took to be King Olaf, and drew him into their

boat, saying,
'

surely for this capture we shall have a great

reward
'

;
but when they led their captive before the

Earl, he knew him at once for Kolbiorn and gave him

peace."
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" How fared it with King Olaf then ?

"
asked Sigurd

anxiously.
" No certain tidings are there to be told, but men say

that when the shout of victory arose, a man in scarlet

was seen to swim to a Wendish cutter which had lingered

near all day, on which were the men of Astrid, Earl Sig-

wald's wife, and these rowed to meet him and pulled him

on board, then rowed away their hardest under Wend-
land.

" The saying is that this swimmer was King Olaf, who
had done off his byrnie under water, and dived out under

the long-ships and so come to the cutter. Astrid, though
false Sigwald's wife, had ever been Olaf's loving friend,

and likely enough was she to send him such help ; yet

wounded as he was, it would scarce seem that he could

have escaped with life : howsoever that may be, never yet

has Olaf Tryggveson come back to his kingdom of Norway.
" When the slaughter had ceased on the Long-serpent

and the ship had been rid of corpses, Earl Eric had Queen

Thyri led up from under the lypting. She was overcome

with grief and wept bitterly, and Eric, deeply touched,

tried to comfort her.
'

Here,' he said,
'

have fallen many
noble men, and sore will be the tidings that must come

to Norway ;
but on thee, Queen, this loss falls most heavily,

and if I have any power hereafter, you shall have your

rights in the land as far as may be.'
"
Thyri answered,

'

your words, Earl, are spoken with

that manliness which was to be expected from you ;
but

as for me I care not to prolong my life, so smitten is my
heart with grief.'

" Nor could aught change her resolve, and she would

neither eat nor drink, so alter nine days died Queen

Thyri.
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"
Earl Eric took the Long-serpent and with her got a

great booty. He sailed the ship to the Vik, but for him
she would never steer aright, so he hath given order

to have her broken up."
" And what of Einar Tamberskelvir ?

"
asked Kiartan.

Skuli answered,
"
Einar went to the Vik with Earl

Eric and took with him Vigi the Irish hound, who had been

with King Olaf in the battle. As Einar led him ashore,

he said,
'

now, Vigi, we two are masterless.' The hound

answered with a mournful bay, and when he reached the

land ran up upon a mound
;

there he lay refusing all

food, though what was brought he guarded from birds

and other dogs ;
so at the last that faithful hound died

also of his grief.
" Thus was fulfilled the prophecy uttered by a bonder

of Mostr, a foresighted man, that in this year should be

lost the four most precious things in Norway." Then
Skuli sang :

" As did blind seer in Mostr say,

Four precious things thus passed away
This year from Norway's bound : '.''*

Thyri fair Queen I name the first,

Olaf the King that loss the worst,

Vigi the valiant hound,

Long-serpent, Ship that unsurpassed
Shall be, while earth and ocean last,

Till Ragnarok comes round."

Loud was the roar of applause as Skuli seated himself,

and many questions were asked and answered as to friends

who had fought on either side.
"
But few of King Olaf's bodyguard were left alive,"

said Skuli.
"
Of Einar and Kolbiorn I have already spoken,

but as to others I know only of Thorkel Nefja, the King's
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brother, and Thorstein, an Icelander, picked up in the sea

after the clearing of the Serpent. Boldly did Thorstein

fight that day, and to both of these Eric granted quarter."
" But tell us," interrupted Kiartan,

" who holds sway
in Norway now, and what guerdon won Sigwald of

Jomsburg ?
"

" Earl Eric and the Kings have parted the realm amongst

them," replied Skuli,
" and as to Sigwald, he may likely

yet get more than he has bargained for."*

Earl Sigurd rose, and placed on Skuli's arm a ring of

fine wrought gold saying,
"

this be thy meed for a tale

well told, and this I add, best had it been for my old friend

Olo that he had not plucked King Sweyn's forked beard

so stoutly ;
and so does the old saw prove true, that a

fair wife oft befools the wisest man."

Not many days after this, Kalf Asgeirson's ship, the

Swan, sailed into Hrossey Port, having come from a

trading journey in the Suderey Isles, and now at summer's

end, once more she turned her prow homeward.

Kiartan sorrowfully bade farewell to Earl Sigurd and

Hundi, and had good gifts from the Earl at parting, then

embarked on the Swan, taking with him Skuli and Colman

the Irish priest.

As the ship sped northwards, he saw in the distance the

high cliffs of Fridarey, and as the words of Hord the Half-

troll returned to his mind
; heavy grew his heart.

Ingeborg lost to him Olaf Tryggveson fallen ! By
these happenings, his dream and the seer's reading of it

had been proved true, and now he mused as to what fate

might await him on Iceland's shore.

*Earl Sigwald is said to have been slain in England in 1002,

most likely in the massacre on St. Brice's day.



Chapter XXII

Kiartan's Home-Coming

NE evening, a month or more ere

winter's incoming, there were many folk

astir about Thorstein Egilson's house

at Borg. There had been fair mild

weather for many a day, and he had

men busy at stacking high the hay that

was to serve for fodder during the dark

days now quickly approaching, when the

ground would be covered deep with ice and snow. Thorstein

and his sons worked steadily with their thralls, for no

time was to be lost, and Egil's son was not the man to

stand by idly and give commands while others sweated.

For those who laboured food had to be prepared, and

within doors Jorfrida and her daughters were busy over

the meal fires. Moreover guests had arrived, but these

were old friends who did not look for ceremony, and took

it not ill that host and housewife had little time to sit in

talk with them.

Old Asgeir Eiderdrake had come from Willowdale in

the north, as often he did about summer's end, when his

son Kalf's ship was to be looked for, and his daughter
Refna had made the journey with him. There, too, eager
for the latest news from Norway from every incoming ship,

was Kiartan's sister Thurida, she who was wife to Gud-

mund Solmundson of Asbiornness.

Together these two had gone this evening some way up

287
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the slopes of that volcanic cone, which rears its dark and

rugged crest above the homestead of Borg. Thurida's

arm lightly encircled Refna's waist as they sat together

warm-hooded and scarfed against the nipping of the wind

which blew freshly from the sea, and in friendliest confi-

dence they exchanged the hopes and fears of then: anxious

hearts.

Ever as they talked their eyes searched eagerly the

blue expanse of waters, which spread below them far and

wide round many a jutting promontory and craggy isle,

to where in the distant north Snaefell upreared its snowy
dome against the evening sky.

That very day a shepherd of Thorstein's had come in

haste across the fells with the tidings that a ship, most

likely the Swan, had rounded Skaginess and was making
for the Firth.

"
Alas," Thurida was saying,

"
I tremble to think what

news that ship may bring, for little hope have I, since

Thorkel Thorgeirson came to Herdarholt with his ill-

omened tale, nor is it to be wondered that even Olaf, the

hopefullest of men, has give Kiartan up for lost."
"
But, Thurid, what need for such despair ?

"
urged

Refna,
"

for as you know it is the custom of these Joms-

burgers to hold for ransom nobly born men such as Kiartan,

and Olaf Peacock would not be the one to stint his gold

if that could save his best-loved son."

The elder woman shook her head sadly.
"

I fear me
all the wealth my father owns would not suffice to rescue

Kiartan from such a bitter enemy as that Sigwald."

Refna's head drooped, and she sighed deeply as Thurid

continued,
"
'twould grieve you, dear Refna, to see how

my mother Thorgerda mourns, and though my father

makes a stir to prepare a feast in honour of Bolli and
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Gudruna, you'd think 'twas Kiartan's arvel-ale was

brewing, so downhearted has he become."

Refna's sweet lips trembled, and great tears welling in

her blue eyes suddenly overflowed.
"
Why should you weep thus, Refna ?

"
said Thurida,

glancing at her keenly.
"
Let not the shadow of our

trouble cast its gloom on you on this glad day. Soon

you will greet your brother, and if I mistake not, ere

long he and Asgeir Eiderdrake will be settling the dower

and plighting you to some high born warrior."

But Refna's tears still flowed, her breast heaved with

stormy sobs, and she could no longer conceal the cause of

her emotion.
"
Thurid," she said,

"
speak not to me of

dower or bridal that can never be I will no longer
strive to hide from you that all my love was given to

Kiartan, and I shall mourn for him more bitterly than

mother or father, brothers and sisters dear." Then in

passionate abandonment she flung her arms about Thurida's

neck, and confided to her sympathetic ear all the story of

her girlish love, her jealousy of the beautiful Gudruna, her

sorrow and despair at hearing after Bolli's return of

Kiartan's love for Princess Ingeborg.
" Now that he is

dead," she murmured,
"

I care not if the whole world

knows of my love. False and fickle was Gudrun, but I

will be faithful in my sorrow, and never will Refna wed
another."

They sat for a while deep in talk together, hand clasped

in hand, till from behind the distant isles there sailed out

into the light of the setting sun the ship for which they

waited, her sail bellying to the wind, while like molten

gold the water flashed from the dripping oars.

Quickly they made their way down the precipitous

slope, and as they went a sudden joyous shout informed

19
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them that the workers in the hay mead had also seen the

ship. Throwing down their rakes and hay forks Thorstein

and his men went flocking to the beach, and stood there

by the ship sheds which Egil Skallagrimson had built,

for there it was that Kalf was wont to come ashore.

Thither, too, from the house came good dame Jorfrida

with old Asgeir leaning on his staff.

On came the Swan, a white wave curling at her prow,
while the long oars swinging in unison thrashed the water

into foam, and now it was easy to discern the figures on

her deck.

A tall brown-bearded man stood forward conning the

vessel into the river mouth. Kalf Asgeirson it was, but

whose was the stalwart figure, warrior-like, with beaked

helm and gay attire who stood beside him hailing.

Thorstein could scarce believe his ears as the greeting

reached him. It was none other than his son Skuli, who

for many a long year had been abroad warring with viking

bands. Glad grew father's and mother's hearts at sight

of him, and loudly cheered the farming folk of Borg.

Now the anchor was heaved out, and the ship came up
to the wind, oars were shipped, and, with a run, down came

the great striped sail, revealing a group upon the after

deck. A hooded priest was there, Ulf Frizzlebeard and

half-a-dozen more, but by the tiller stood one taller and

statelier than any other, and for him and him alone Refna

had eyes. He wore a gilded helm, on which the setting

sun shone redly from his shoulders hung a cloak of scarlet

richly embroidered with gold, and his fair hair floated on

the wind.
"
See," said Refna in a tremulous voice,

"
that tall and

goodly man who stands by the helm. Just so, Thurid,

your Kiartan would have looked had he come home again."
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Her heart thrilled with a reviving hope that her lips feared

to utter.

Thurida, shading her eyes with her hand, gazed long and

searchingly upon the stranger.
" A king-like man, indeed,"

she said,
"
and see he turns this way, taller and more

noble looking than when he went away shaven, too,

save for the upper lip as is the Valland fashion. The Gods

are good to us ! 'Tis Kiartan and no other."

With a delighted cry Refna flung her arms about

Thurida's neck, and on her kindly bosom hid her face and

wept, yes, wept for very joy.

That night there was high feasting in Thorstein's Hall.

Again Skuli had to relate the story of the sea-fight at

Svold, and that took long in telling.

Next morning Kalf, with Kiartan, went early to the

beach to see to the unlading of the ship, and with them

went many of Thorstein's thralls.

Their cargo consisted chiefly of meal and timber, but

there were also various casks and cases, filled with more

costly goods which Kalf had brought from Valland and

from England ;
these had already been brought ashore

and stowed away for safety in the ship shed.

The men were still busy unlading the meal and timber,

when Thurida with Refna and Thorstein's daughters came

gaily tripping down to the beach. With womanly curiosity

they were soon engaged in examining and admiring every-

thing : richly dyed cloths from England glass beakers,

silver rimmed and fluted amber beads from Baltic's

shores pottery from Humra Mouth, and precious things

of every sort. Finally Thurida spied a carven chest

which she unfastened, remarking that no doubt some

great treasure lay within. Lifting the lid she first drew

out a splendid sword, with golden hilt and richly
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ornamented scabbard.
"
This will be King Olaf's gift to

Kiartan," she exclaimed,
"
but what have we here ?

"

All stood around expectantly as she took forth a seaman's

leathern bag, and with hasty fingers unlaced its fastenings.

Within was a pocket of costly stuff and from it she took a

head dress of gold and silver work, most beautiful to see, in

which glimmered milk white pearls, and precious stones blue

as the summer sea. All stood speechless a while with wonder-

ment, then Refna spoke.
"
Tis some great queen's crown.

Never has the like been brought to our land before."
"
Yes," said Thurida,

"
with gold and pearls queens

are wont to deck themselves. My uncle, Hrut, has told

me how the renowned Gunnhilda wore a diadem like this

when first he saw her. Now which of you will be queen
and wear the crown ? Come, little Helga, nay 'tis too

heavy for your childish brow. Refna shall wear it," and

with that she set the coif firmly upon the head of her

friend, then flung a silken scarf around her and clapped

her hands with delight to see how beautiful she looked.

Then all that band of girls walked around and praised

her, and Refna could do naught else than stand there in

the sunshine, with her long fair hair flowing about her

like a veil, in which threads of gold were interwoven. A
rosy flush brightened her lovely face, and the jewels of

azure hue were rivalled by the darker and more tender

blue depths of her eyes. No wonder that her girl friends

rejoiced and lauded her, joining hands and dancing in a

ring around her, whilst they sang, half jestingly, a game-

song which they all knew :

" Iron blade for battle-brand,

Silver bring to cheaping stand,

Gold is best on brow of bride

But who shall be by Refna 's side ?
"
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One whom they saw not had come near and stood now
to watch from behind the shelter of the trees. It was

Kiartan, and as the words of that song came to his ear his

heart was stung with pain to think of Ingeborg, his lost

love, and strangely in his memory rang an echo of the

words she had spoken when giving him that jewelled coif

bidding him set it upon the brow of one in Iceland whom
he would wed.

" No other bride shall I ever woo,"

he had said again and again when the priest Colman had

told him that Ingeborg was gone from him for ever, but

here stood one who was gentle and fair, and whom from

boyhood's days he had held most dear, and she was crowned

with that bridal coif. He trembled, seeming to discern

the guiding hand of fate and still the girls danced and

sang merrily :

" Red is fit to clothe a King
Blue for cloaks of Skalds who sing,

White is best in bower of bride

But who shall be by Refna's side ?
"

At this moment Kalf, who had followed Kiartan, reached

his side and saw the sport the dancers made, and heard

how they sang ;
then somewhat angrily and suddenly

he called aloud :

"
Ho, Refna ! Why have you decked yourself so ?

Know that the jewelled coif is not mine at all but Kiartan's,

though other goods we hold in common. 'Twas un-

mannerly done to make so free with that."

Then Thurida spoke out and took the blame of opening
the chest, but Refna trembling and startled, flushed a

rosier red.
"
Nay, chide her not," said Kiartan kindly,

"
never

could the diadem be more fitly placed than on a fair

maiden's brow, and Refna well becomes it."
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When he had said so much in courtesy, he hastily turned

away, and long and late he paced the strand, musing

sadly on his heavy loss, and ever the warning rhymes of

Hord rang in his memory and he wondered what evil might
lie before. Next day he bade farewell to the household

at Borg, and to Asgeir Eiderdrake, who tarried there yet
with his daughter, but Thurida took horse and rode

northward to Herdarholt with Kiartan, and on the way
had much to tell him of changes he would find there.

Colman the priest stayed at Thorstein's stead, for all

folk there had before this been christened, and now land

was to be hallowed and the track to be laid down for

building of a church. He had brought with him out of

Norway certain precious chalices of gold and silver, candle-

sticks, books and other things needful for the furnishing

of a Christian Altar. Most of these were Ingeborg's gifts

and had been dedicated for holy use in Iceland in memory
of Kiartan, whom at the time of giving she mourned as

dead.

The tapestries were hung around the Hall of Herdarholt,

the high seat and cross-benches were well decked, and on

the board was spread the best of fare, for Bolli had brought
hither Gudruna, a new made bride, and Olaf the hospitable

was set to entertain many guests in their honour, though

exceeding heavy was his heart.

Here had come Oswif with his sons, and crook-nosed

Thorhalla, well pleased with the match
;

Snorri the Law-

man with his quick glancing eyes and hidden smile, and

by him Asdisa, whom in jest some still called baresark's

bride. Here, too, was Hrut, near four score were his

years, yet age lay lightly on him, and not long before,

he had slain a robber single-handed. Bardi, Olaf's brother,
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sat nigh him, and none others need now be mentioned save

Ulf Uggison the Skald, and Thorkel Hak, who had re-

turned to Iceland lately, bearing the news of Kiartan's

capture by the Jomsburgers, and for the hundredth time

he was relating how it had come about.
"
Scarce had I gone from him and entered the courtyard,

when there came a signal, and six of them made at me, a

hard fight was that, but in the end I slew two, and burst-

ing through them gained the wood, there I lay till the

Jomsburgers had set sail, but no trace could I find of

Kiartan though I searched for long. So it would seem

they hauled him aboard the ship, and Sigwald would show

him little mercy, that I know."
" Dead is Kiartan, then," said Ulf,

" and it remains for

me to make a drapa on his mighty deeds : but time enough
for that. Now I must be-think me of the song I am to

sing in praise of this beauteous bride, and I will take it

kindly, Thorkel, if you pay good heed, and pluck me by
the sleeve, if by mistake I mention Thord her second

husband. Truth to tell, I made this song in her honour

when she wedded him, but now I have added certain staves

to make it suit this turn."
"
In that you show yourself a thrifty verse-smith,"

answered Thorkel,
"
to hoard up these old rhymes for the

new husband
; yet will I do as you ask."

With little cheer that feast went on, till the time came

round for hand washing. Thorgerda herself rose to bear

the basin to the chief guests, and Thorhalla Crook-nose

brought the towels
;

so came the twain first of all to the

high-seat, and stood before the bride.

At this moment the sound of horses' hoofs clattered

upon the stones of the causeway within the home garth.
"
Hark," said Olaf Peacock,

"
some guest comes late,
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but better last than lost, say I
;

so fill up the ale cup, and

roll another log to the blaze. Whoe'er it be will have

travelled far, no doubt, and deserves the heartier welcome."

But one was without who had come further than he

guessed, and now as thralls ran out to take the horses,

there rose a clamour of wonder and rejoicing. Dogs
barked, men shouted in wild excitement, and first there

stepped in through the door, Thurida, Olaf's daughter,

shaking the rain from her cloak, and hurrying jn with such

a look of eagerness and joy that her father started to his

feet.
"
They come swiftly who bear good tidings," were

his words,
" and something in your face, Thurida, bids

me hope."
But Thorkel was already at the threshold, and his shout

of welcome made the rafters ring ;
for who stood there ?

A stranger ?

No ! But Kiartan, Olaf's son, whom all deemed dead,

come safe and well again to Herdarholt.

Now he strode into the light, and his father's arms had

clasped him, whilst Bolli leaping from the dais grasped
him by the hand. Brothers and kindred crowded round

;

neighbours and friends gave greeting, and tears and

kisses rained upon his golden curls, as Thorgerda mur-

mured tender words, telling how she had mourned for

him, as did her father Egil for his son Bodvar's drowning.
None now looked upon the gaudy bride, who sat there

in her cushioned chair, with the torch glare mellowing
the folds and brightening the broideries of her marvellous

gown, and lighting to fiery red the brazen basin on her

knees, while her glorious tresses flowed, gem-twined and

lustrous, down into her lap, and lay there coiled like

sleeping golden serpents.

None marked that pale, pale as a moonlit cloud, her
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face showed mid all that shining, her eyes widened with

wonder, mingled with somewhat of dismay. Half parted
were her tremulous lips, through which the breath came

in hurried gasps her heart beat fast her shapely hands

trembled where they grasped the carven dragons of the

high-seat ;
and the tall torches in the hall seemed to whirl

before her eyes in a bewildering ring round him, whose

unlooked-for coming wrought all her rapture, all her woe.

She had deemed him dead, or lost to her for ever, ere

she yielded to wed another. Here she sat a bride, and

now he had come back again, more comely, more stately,

more to be desired than any of her crowd of suitors, the

goodliest man of all men ever born in Iceland. Yet there

he stood, an arm about his mother, his hand upon his

father's shoulder, and never a word or glance for her.

Of a sudden she rose, and the brazen basin went rolling

from her, spilling all the water about the feet and garments
of the crook-nosed dame, who, startled, raised a shrill

outcry. Thereat all turned to look, and saw how Gudruna
stood there, with hands outstretched, while in a thrilling

voice she called Kiartan by his name.

Belli was first to reach her side.
" Come hither, foster-

brother," he said,
" come hither and greet Gudruna,

thy sister now, for she and I are wed."

An angry spot glowed in each cheek, and her eyes

glittered strangely, as she fixed him with a cold disdainful

look ; then, without deigning a single word, she turned

her back upon him, and paced proudly towards the door

of the Skemma on and out.

A heavy curtain fell behind her, nor did she come forth

again that night to share in the rejoicing.

White-bearded Hrut looked after her grimly, and thus

he spoke :

"
lucky for thee, Kiartan, to have escaped her
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lure, for her temper flies up like the hot springs of Skalholt,

and such women are ill to deal with. Just such another

was Gunnhilda, the fiery queen of Eric Bloodaxe, as I

had best reason to know."
"
However that may be," said Kiartan heedfully,

"
my

brother Bolli has won a beauteous bride, and I wish him

joy."

Snorri with discerning eyes had taken in the scene, and

read Gudruna's heart.
"
Joy forsooth," he thought,

"
little of that will Bolli have if I mistake not, and swords

will soon be whetting in this family."



Chapter XXIII

Thorkel Seeketh Swart-Faxi

HERE was much talk after that among
the Herdarholters as to what might be

done to while away the tediousness of

the long dark winter that was coming
on. A strange quietness and gloom

hung over Kiartan in these first days
after his home-coming, and Olaf's heart

grew sad beholding this.
"

It is to be

hoped," said he,
"
that he is not pining for Gudruna

;

to bear envy to his foster-brother who hath wedded her

would sow ill will between our household and that of Oswif,

who has ever been my good friend."

Then Thorgerda answered : "he has no thought of that

proud jade, and is well rid of her
;
more likely he mourns

now for the loss of that noble lady the Princess Ingeborg.

This moodiness of his brings to my mind how Egil, my
father, was wont to sit silent and brooding when he re-

turned home after his viking cruises
;
but after a while,

mayhap, he would fall to the making of a poem, and as

this went on his brow brightened, till in the end he would

be as gay as any. Likely when winter sets in our son will

cast off his gloom, for no one will be more sought after for

feasts and guestings than he."

Meanwhile Thorkel Hak strove in every way to cheer

his friend, for he had not as yet departed to his home at

Lightwater in the north.
" But 'tis hard for men like us,"

299
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said he, "to find any sport, for so widely has our fame gone
abroad that none will be willing to stand up to us in any

game or feats of strength."
"
So was it in the end with my kinsman, Gunnar of

Lithend," said Olaf, smiling somewhat at Thorkel's boastful-

ness, though well he liked the man. "
Gunnar surpassed all

men of Iceland by so much that none could be found at

last to compete with him
;

so it came about that he took

delight in horse fights, and gave himself up to that sport."
"
Ha," said Thorkel,

"
there would be the game for me,

but my father Thorgeir would take it ill if any of his

horses were hurt at it. I must seek out a good fighting

horse for myself, and may be there is one here at Herdar-

holt which you will sell."
"

I have no such fighting horse as you would need,"

replied Olaf,
"
yet can tell you where one is to be found,

namely, at Oswif's stead in Saelingsdale. It belongs not

to him, however, but has come by inheritance to his

kinswoman, Thorhalla, the crook-nosed woman who lives

there. This horse, Swart-Faxi, comes of that famous

breed which the wizard Kotkel gave years ago to Bolli's

father in exchange for land at Tongue. Marvellous ill

luck followed that bargain, for Kotkel and his kin worked

such enchantments against their neighbours that at the

last for safety's sake we banded together and put them to

death. Kotkel and his wife we caught and stoned, and,

as for Halbiorn Whetstone-eye, their son, we sewed him in

a bag and hove him into Broadfirth
; yet he had time to

utter a curse that men deem has taken great effect on

Thorleik, for after that such misfortune pursued him

that he was forced to leave the country. As for the wizard's

breed of horses, but one of them is left as far as I can learn,

and that none other than Swart-Faxi."
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"
Old Oswif will think that horse the greatest treasure,

then," said Thorkel doubtfully,
"
and will be loth to let

Thorhalla part with it."

"
Nay," said Olaf decisively,

"
often have I heard him

urge her to get rid of it, for the horse is evil tempered,
and has been more than one man's bane. As for Thorhalla,

speak her fair, be not backward in flattering her as you
know well how to do, then offer her a good price in silver

and in gear, and the horse will doubtless be yours."
"

It will be strange," said Thorkel,
"

if with my wit,

and knowledge of womankind, I cannot persuade this

crook-nosed dame. It comes now to my mind that I saw

her riding him at the Thorsness Thing, and admired his

paces, but do you think that he will prove a good

fighter ?
"

" No better fighter is there in the Dales, and when

teeth fail him, Swart-Faxi has a trick with his heels which

has often stood him in good stead. Seven winters I take

to be his age, big boned is he and up-standing, broad in

the chest and powerful as to haunches, goose-necked some

would say, but for a fighting horse that is no fault
; as

to colour, he is black as the Eye of Midnight, long tailed,

thick maned and fiery eyed."

Olaf further advised as to what price should be offered

and bade him not appear too eager in the bargaining.

The day alter this talk, Kiartan returned to Borg to

see after the cargo of the Swan, and Thorkel, attiring

himself in his best apparel, rode forth to Saelingsdale in

quest of Swart-Faxi. About two hours before mid-even,

he dismounted by the garth wall at Oswif's stead and

fastened his horse there, then called to a carline, whom he

saw busy sorting wool within the enclosure.
"
Ho, there ! Give greeting to Oswif and his sons,
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and tell them that Thorkel Thorgeirson would speak with

them at once."
"
That may not be," replied the carline,

"
for Oswif

lies sick in bed, and his sons with Bolli have rowed out to

the Bear Isles, and there they will be all night fishing."
"
All the better then," said Thorkel,

"
I asked for them

out of courtesy, but my business concerns Mistress Thor-

halla more than any, and her I would see. Haste then and

say that I wait her here." Off ran the carline and

came breathless to where Gudruna sat, and Thorhalla

with her carding wool.
"
Here," gasped she,

"
is come a

great red-bearded wight, Thorkel by name, the Law-

speaker's son, who says he has business concerning you,

Mistress Thorhalla, and would fain see you alone."

Gudruna laughed merrily.
" Now I see, Thorhalla,

why you seemed so distraught in manner at the Thorsness

Thing, when this great carle came nigh you."

Thorhalla smirked.
"
Though you would seem to jest,

Gudruna, 'tis like enough he comes a-wooing, for well I

noted how his eyes followed me everywhere, as I rode

around on Swart-Faxi."

Speaking thus she seized a mirror, and smoothed and

braided her dark hair, now somewhat streaked with grey,

and while she decked herself she chattered on
;

"
this

Thorkel has won great fame for daring deeds, and in

many a combat has been to the fore, yet among women he

would seem backward enough, and has been a widower for

long." Drawing a veil about her she stepped forth, and

took in her hand the carding comb, meaning to appear as

a diligent house-wife, who left her work unwillingly.

So she came to where Thorkel waited and spoke wel-

coming words.
"
Full grieved am I that Oswif is sick

abed, and that his sons and mine have gone fishing."
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Thorkel answered gallantly : "I need not sorrow much
for that, since it gives me the chance of seeing so fair a

dame here alone. You are reputed to be wise, Thorhalla,

and skilled in managing your own affairs, so between us

two the matter that I have come about can be gone over,

and witnesses called when it comes to a bargain."

Thorhalla smiled to herself, and kept her eyes cast

down demurely, while she thought in her heart :

"
full

certain am I now that he has come on a wooing journey,
and I wonder what my sons Odd and Stein will think of

this match
"

;
then she answered,

"
I thank you for your

courtesy, Thorkel, and now set forth your business, that I

may well consider it."

Had he then spoken out plainly and told that he was of

a mind to purchase the horse, Swart-Faxi, all would

have gone well
; but he was one who delighted in riddles

and contests of wit, and could not forbear showing his

skill.
"

I will sing you a stave," said he good humouredly,
"
and see if you can guess my errand from it." So speak-

ing, he chanted to a well known tune :

" Over hill and through the vale

Hither comes to Saelingsdale

Thorkel, Thorgeir's valiant son,

Fain would win a treasured one
;

Wove a stave as he came riding,

In it all but name confiding

Of a dark one, biding here,

Pride of Vikings, Housecarles fear :

To Oswif wise its worth is known,
And yet he calls it not his own

;

Famed from Thorsness to Thingvellir

Praised by Mere and mountain dweller

Is this branch of ancient breed,

Sturdy sword wielder doth need.

Read my riddle, then, proud dame,
Tell the quest on which I came."
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Thorhalla listened sedately, but looked much per-

plexed, and after considering a while shook her head and

answered : "all unversed am I in reading such lore, and

though this stave was exceeding well made and sung, yet
I may not guess its meaning."
"
Well then," replied Thorkel,

"
I will rhyme it in simpler

fashion." He passed his hand across his brow, then after

a pause recited :

" Time agone at Thorsness Thing,
Round the booths a-journeying
Went this dark one bravely dight,

Goodly show to watcher's sight.

Since then I grieved in discontent,

And hastened here on suing bent,

With store of silver brought to pay
For leave to lead my choice away."

" And now," asked he,
"

is my meaning plain enough,
and do you understand what I seek ?

"

Thorhalla blushed, beaming upon him graciously, for

she had now no longer a doubt of his intention. "It is

well put," she said,
"
and I now perceive your meaning,

but you demand that for which a great price has been

offered often before."
"
There will be no stint on my part," quoth Thorkel,

"
for as you may know I am well endowed with goods and

gold ; moreover, I can offer you choice of what you will

value more, namely, such women's gear as will set all in

these parts wondering. In Norway I was lucky in my
dealings, and have costly things aboard the Swan. There

I have veils of richly embroidered stuff, carved combs and

girdles of silver, cloaks of every hue, and richly bedight

leathern shoes. To own the dark-haired treasure of the
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Dales, I will give anything that is asked in reason, but it

is best for you to speak first and demand your price."
"
My price," she pondered,

"
truly the man talks plainly,

and there is no beating about the bush here, so I had best

speak up and do what I can for myself." With that she

drew herself up and answered in a dignified tone.
"
I

have always been used to full government of thralls and

bondswomen, and to have my own will in all things about

the house clothing that befits my station, and good horses

to ride wherever I go."

Thorkel scratched his head doubtfully, and a puzzled
look overspread his genial countenance. He could not

make out why she should brag so of the style of up-keep
she was used to

;
but at the mention of horses, it seemed

to him that she meant to show how highly she valued

Swart-Faxi, and that she was loth to part with him.
" Now she will be asking some outrageous price," he

thought, remembering Olaf's counsel :

"
it behoves me

not to appear too eager, and I will now point out some

faults
;

so when she concluded her boastful speech he

answered : "I like proud spirit and high mettle as well as

any man, yet for that fiery temper I have been warned of,

it is only fair that something should be allowed off."

Thorhalla flared up at once.
"
Temper, forsooth," ex-

claimed she.
" What right have you to complain, if all

we have heard of your own be true, and it is over early

for you to start fault-finding. But since you have begun,"
she added shrewishly,

"
it would be well to finish and say

what else you have been warned of."
"
Well," he said hesitatingly,

"
some think one thing

and some another, for tastes differ, and many there are

who would not look twice at such a goose neck, but to me
that seems a little matter when the teeth are sound."

20
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Thorhalla had much ado to keep herself in check, yet
it seemed to her that this might be meant for a rough
kind of compliment.

"
It had been more courteous to

have said swan-necked," she answered,
"
but a viking

like you may be forgiven for lack of manners and rude

speech."
"
Anyhow," went on Thorkel obstinately,

"
you cannot

deny that the neck is thin and ill set on the body, and

some allowance must be made for that."

Thorhalla listened to this, speechless with suppressed

rage, and thought to herself,
"
next he will no doubt have

somewhat to say about my nose."

Mistaking the meaning of that silence Thorkel rambled

on.
"
Kicking is very well in a horse fight, but quite out

of place within the home garth, and I have heard that

those hard heels have been more than one man's

bane."

She glared at him, as though to scorch him with her

glance, her face flushed scarlet, and such was her fury,

that for a while words failed her
; besides, it happened

to be true that at times she had been known to lift her

foot when chiding the thralls, but she wondered how
Thorkel came to hear of it.

Appalled by her furious looks he shrank back dismayed,
for though he was used to boast how he had faced a dragon,

this angry woman was more fearful
;
besides she flourished

hi her hand the carding comb, a most formidable weapon.
Now he strove to soothe her as best he might.

"
Not

another word will I say about the kicking, and will lay

down, moreover, every penny of the price you name
;

as

for biting, though some would say this is a vicious habit,

I will pay extra for that as I look for a good fighter."
"
Foul-mouthed slanderer," shrieked Thorhalla,

"
well
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has Skarphedin named thee so. Kicking indeed and

biting ! Would you make me out a female baresark ?
"

At these words a light broke in upon Thorkel, and he

laughed until his sides ached, seeing at last how he had

been thought to woo a wife, when he only bargained for a

horse.
"
Of thy temper, dame Thorhalla, I have nothing

to say good or bad. I spoke of Swart-Faxi, which I hope
to buy of thee." Again he laughed, and so loudly that

Gudruna hastened forth to find what the jest might be.
"
Foul-mouth and mocker," hissed Thorhalla,

"
begone

from here. Swart-Faxi I will never part with to such as

thee. Begone ere I comb thee bald, as was old Egil

Skallagrim." With that she rushed upon him, wielding

the carding comb, and brought it down upon his beard.

He saw that now was no time to argue or explain, so

promptly turned about and fled, and this was more than

he had ever done in face of fiercest foe.

That evening Thorkel came again to Herdarholt, and

spoke of this adventure to some few.
" A woman scorned brings scathe to scorner," said the

good wife Thorgerda,
"
take my rede and let this be little

spoken of."

Olaf Peacock laughed.
" Now is proved what I have

often said, that skald's wit only darkens words, and

honest plain speech is best. Your riddling and rhyming
are to blame for this mishap."

It was but a jest to them all for two days' time, then

this news was brought to them across the Dale, that

Swart-Faxi, the horse of wizard breed, had been stolen

away at night. A bonder at Thicksaw had been wakened

before daybreak by the sound of horses galloping, and,

looking out from his sleeping loft, had seen certain riders

go by. Foremost of them, astride a dark-maned steed,
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rode one mighty of limb and red bearded. To this was

added that, Thorhalla, being told, said she knew well

who that big man was, and before witnesses she named
him as Thorkel Hak of Lightwater.

" And though
lawman's son he be, outlaw he shall be made if I can

bring that to pass."



Chapter XXIV

News from Huckster Hedin

IARTAN was now at Borg, busied with

Kalf in sharing the cargo of the Swan
and dealing in it with the folk, who
at this season were used to flock from

all parts when the ships came into the

Firth before winter. Refna, however,

had gone home with her father, Asgeir

Eiderdrake, to Willowdale in the north,

and with them went Colman the priest, after promise

given to return to Thorstein's house in the spring, when

the church building might go on. Meantime he had

chosen the land where it would stand and had told what

timber and stone and other things would be needed, so

that all might be in readiness, and he had spoken to the

new-christened folk of the Faith they had taken, of the

peace and joy it would bring them in this world and of

the life after death. Then they understood much that

had not been plain before this, and rejoiced to remember

that wondrous day at the Althing, when Thorgeir
had declared the Christian Creed from the Hill of

Laws.

Down near the shore in booths, the goods of three ships

were stored or spread, and a cheaping stead was here being
held from day to day. Kiartan left all the bargaining and

dealing in the hands of Kalf, who was a skilled merchant

man, but it pleased him to go about among the crowd and
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meet old friends who greeted him gladly and asked news

of his voyage.
It was a gay and stirring scene

;
for many had put up

booths, and horses were tethered near or strayed about

pasturing in the meads. Some there had match-making
in view, and pretty maidens, under the care of their kins-

folk, walked well arrayed, where the young men might look

on them. Amongst others, one day came Bolli, anxious

to find if any costly gift could be bought with which to

please Gudruna, for in her he had found a woman exceed-

ing hard to content in anything, and since Kiartan's home-

coming she had shown herself more than ever bitter and

unkind to him her husband, though as yet she had not

gone so far as to accuse him of deceiving her in the matter

of hastening on the wedding ; yet glad enough was he to

ride away and to be among old comrades again, and

full friendship was still between him and his foster-

brother.

He brought news of Thorkel's encounter with Thorhalla,

and at this there was much merriment, for it was not often

that the son of Thorgeir had been rebuffed either by man
or woman.

"
I would have liked well to have been listening within

earshot behind some garth or hayrick," added Bolli,
" and

great was the mischance that took me off a-fishing on that

very day."
He had come away from Saelingsdale before the horse-

stealing had befallen
;

but news thereof came quickly
after him, and Thorkel Hak himself was the bearer. He
rode up in great haste, looking hot and flushed, and

dismounted where Kiartan and Bolli stood anigh the

cheaping stead. They greeted him gladly, and Bolli

jested.
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"
Ho, Thorkel, have you come to buy gear for your

bride ? or is it horse trappings you are after ?
"

"
This is no laughing matter," he answered,

"
though

I am ready enough to make a mock of most things."
"
Why look so glum ?

"
said Bolli,

"
though your beard

has suffered a little from the carding comb it will soon

grow again, and when Thorhalla failed to capture you for

a husband, you have a right to feel happy at your

escape."
"
Ah," said Thorkel groaning,

"
you little guess what

trouble I have got into
;
more than Thorhalla's carding-

comb I fear her rancorous tongue, and even now it is busy

destroying my reputation ;
a horse-thief she makes me

out, for the long and short of it is, that Swart-Faxi is

stolen and I am left to bear the blame of it."

They listened to this news in consternation, for here

was indeed no subject for merriment. Thorhalla had

named Thorkel before witnesses as having taken the horse

by guile when she refused to sell him, and a neighbouring
bonder was ready to declare that he had seen him riding

by in the night on the dark-maned horse from the direction

of Saelingsdale.

Here was a scandal that would bring about one of the

most notable lawsuits ever heard of in Iceland. The

Speaker's son accused of robbery, and the chief families

of the Dales involved on one side or the other !

Thorkel spoke threateningly :

"
I think," said he,

"
that

like enough there will come about many man-slayings and

blood-feuds over the head of this. Not tamely will the

men of Lightwater stand by, whilst their champion is

assailed, and Iceland will not be found so dull a place

after all with such reckonings to pay."
" The trouble is," said Bolli meditatively,

"
that I
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cannot see exactly whom it would be right for you to kill.

I am in Oswif s household and can tell you this, that so

far none of the men-folk, not even her sons, have dared

to repeat Thorhalla's words."
"
There is the bonder at Thickshaw," said Thorkel

gloomily,
"
the man who looked forth from his loft and

saw me ride by, as he says. I could commence my man-

slayings by paying a visit there, and once started the

work would go on merrily."
"
Yes," said Kiartan,

"
till every household in the Dales

is mixed up in it, and we old friends and comrades will

be lurking behind rocks and bushes, ready to kill one

another. That must never be, and better would it be

for us to set about and find Swart-Faxi. Such a horse as

that cannot be hidden away in a corner."
"
Yes, indeed," said Bolli,

"
to find the horse would

be better than to set blood-feuds going, for one never

knows where that will end. Odd and Stein are mettle-

some men if they take up this quarrel for their mother,

yet you, Thorkel, are more than a match for both of them,

so if peace is broken you will not come off the worst, but

like Kiartan I counsel patience, for there has been long

abiding friendship between Oswif's stead and Herdarholt.

A pity that it should be broken through your being a

guest in these parts."

Thorkel thanked them for their counsel.
"
Yet I know not how to set about seeking for Swart-

Faxi," said he,
" and it is hard for me to bide quiet while

such slanders are bruited abroad."

That day wore on and they left the cheaping-stead, and

went to greet the household of Borg. Here they had a

hearty welcome from Thorstein and Jorfrida, but Skuli

had gone thence some days before on a guesting journey
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to the homes of certain great men throughout the land,

where he might relate the story of the fight at Svold and

Olaf Tryggveson's fall. Thorstein thought gravely of the

business of Swart Faxi's loss,
"
Nothing but ill luck,"

said he,
"
ever came to Herdarholt and Hoskuld's kin

from dealing with Kotkel and his wizard clan or aught

belonging to them, and I doubt we have not even yet

seen the end of their mischief."

When they came again nigh to the beach they heard

how a great clamour had arisen and folk had run together

in a crowd to see and listen.
"
That will be Huckster Hedin," said Kalf,

"
for he is

the most quarrelsome of men. I saw his train of pack-
horses go by the house garth as we sat talking with

Thorstein, and he has taken the chance of my being gone
to bully and browbeat those who are in charge of the

dealing ;
and I must go quickly in among them, else

heads will be broken and wares spoiled before all is

over."

This Huckster Hedin was most famous of all travelling

merchant men in Iceland of that time. Widely over the

land he was known and welcomed with his packs of smith's

ware and other goods. Yet was he often ill to deal with

and flew at men and snatched back his goods if a word

was said in dispraise. As they neared the crowd, they
could see him over the heads of all, for he was wondrous

tall, stalwart in build, with a face much wind-weathered

and even redder now from rage. His grey locks fell shaggy
and long from beneath a peaked fur cap, and his long

beard wagged as he poured forth a torrent of vituperation.

Kalf shouldered his way through the throng, Thorkel

and the others after him. Then they saw that Hedin

was disputing with an aged and very shrivelled crone for
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the ownership of a great bronze cauldron, and for this she

had offered a much higher price than the Huckster
; yet

he forbade her to dare as much as to lay hand on it or take

it thence.

Bolli looked upon the crone but for an instant ; then

drew back with an exclamation of surprise, and it seemed to

Kiartan that the face of his foster-brother paled somewhat.
" Go not within sight of her," whispered Bolli.

"
'Tis

Hildagrimma, the Spakona-wife of Helgafell, and she has

always borne very ill will against your kindred at Herdar-

holt because of Olaf Peacock's hard dealing with Kotkel.

I care not to meet her blighting glance."

With that he drew his hood about his face and stepped
back

;
but Kiartan pushed in and stood to listen.

Huckster Hedin was abusing her soundly and calling to

mind the doom of her relatives.
"
Witch that thou art," he bellowed,

"
what need hast

thou of this cauldron ? In thy cavern there are cauldrons

enough, bubbling and boiling over the flames of Hel.

Begone from here, before a bag is pulled over thy head to

cover those wicked eyes that have power to scorch the

growing grass. Think of Kotkel, thy father, and his

fate, and Stigandi and the rest of the Wizard brood. Dead
are they after their ill deeds, and dead thou wouldst be,

too, but for that fox, Snorri, who keeps thee up to help

him in his trickery."

Hildagrimma stood silent before this outpouring of

wrath and abuse, but her shrivelled hands shook as they

clasped the crystal head of her staff, and there was a light

in her eyes terrible to see, whilst Hedin went on not heeding.
" The priests of the New Faith will not favour and pro-

tect thee as Snorri has done. Thy day is over, witch and

false diviner as thou art. As for thy son, Wolfgrim, with
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his gang of thieves and outlaws they will be smoked out

of their den before many days are over."

Hildagrimma laughed shrilly.
" Thou hast become

mightily particular all of a sudden, honest Hedin, thus to

deride outlawed men, seeing that thou has been comrade

with such, and sharer and profiter of their plunder any
time this five years back

;
but this is no time and place

to proclaim this matter, and if any complaint is to be

made, seek me as do thy betters in the cavern at

Spakona-fell."

With great stateliness she drew her fur robes around

her, and the crowd fell back to let her pass. Then she

went to where two thralls held a grey horse on which she

mounted and rode away whilst they rode after her, bearing

in packs the goods she had purchased, including the

cauldron for which she had disputed.

Bolli stepped forward drawing a breath of relief.
"

'Tis

well the witch is gone from here," he said.
"
Aye, indeed," said Huckster Hedin,

"
but I doubt

she may have left a curse behind. Somewhat hastily

did I chide her
;

but what right has she to come here

offering a high price, when I laid down a fair one ?
"

Thorkel Hak laid a hand upon his shoulder and drew

him apart where he could question him :

" You spoke of

outlawed men you knew of, and robberies they had done,

friend Hedin. Speak out and tell me what was meant

by that."
"
Aye," said Hedin,

"
it is known to me what is suspected

by no one else, that of Hildagrimma's wizard kinsmen,

one has escaped, namely, her son Wolfgrim. He lurks

with other outlaws, Hauk the Hewer and Bork, up in a

secret valley beyond Broadshield Mountain in the long

Jokul, and there they have cattle in plenty and win wealth



316 SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

at times by robbery. True enough it is, as she says,

that I have had dealings with them now and then, but I

did this to purchase peace, else I could not have fared

through that countryside unharmed."

Thorkel called Kiartan and Bolli to him.
"

I seem to see a light," said he,
"
with regard to the

horse-stealing, for this outlaw, Wolfgrim, is one of the

wizard clan who brought that breed of horses to Tongue
in Saelingsdale, and who more likely to steal away Swart-

Faxi ?
"

Huckster Hedin in his rage against Hildagrimma went

on to tell them all he knew of the outlaws and where their

lair might be, though he had never ventured into it.

" And they are few in numbers," he said,
"
but I take

them to be mighty men and they have wrought much
harm to the bonders in those parts."

So after that Kiartan and Bolli and Thorkel talked to-

gether and agreed to go on that quest.
"

It is most needful for you to be with us, Bolli,"

said Thorkel,
"
for except with some eye-witness such as

you, it would be little good for me to bring Swart-Faxi

home again. That ill-tongued Thorhalla would say I

had stolen him all the same, and that I had not courage
to keep him."

"
I will stand by you, Thorkel," said Bolli,

"
and go

on this pursuit to Broadshield Mountain, and doubtless

the horse has been carried away by those outlaws to

that hidden vale. It must not be forgotten that I am
Kiartan's foster-brother, and you have been mightiest

of his men and trusty friend. Indeed I look on it so,

that you stood in my stead by his side at Jomsburg
and at Frosta, when he was in peril after I had sailed

home to Iceland."
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"
Well and worthily spoken," said Kiartan,

" and

your help will avail more than any other, for when it

is told that Bolli stands by Thorkel all men will know
that the lie about the taking of Swart-Faxi is not be-

lieved in Oswifs household, save by chattering Thorhalla

and her crew."

After that they got together weapons and travelling

gear and busked them for that journey.



Chapter XXV
The Outlaws of Broadshield Mountain

EXT morning at sunrise they set out.

In front rode Thorkel Hak humming a

merry stave, though his heart was heavy

enough at the thought of Thorhalla

and her slanders. He was girt with

the sword he got in Courland, while

Kiartan had the sword, King Olaf's gift,

and Bolli no less a blade in famed Foot-

biter, but he carried a bow as well, and afterwards it

came about that it stood him in good stead. All three

had round shields slung upon their backs, hoods over

their helms, and leathern quilted shirts. Behind came
two of Thorstein's thralls, Skarf and Skiolld, who
carried the food and fodder needful for the journey.
For a while they followed the course of rapid running
White River, crossing at times the tumultuous current

of some tributary stream, which poured its ice fed

waters into it. They passed on through coppices of

birch and willow, which clothed the valley down to the

river banks, ever ascending, till at length they reached

a stretch of open ground and paused to look behind.

There below them spread a wondrous prospect of wooded

vale, winding stream and mountain gill, and in the

distance the blue waters of Borgarfirth shimmering like

a burnished shield.
"
Look, comrades," exclaimed Kiartan,

"
old Skallagrim

318
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showed his wisdom when he made his land-take here,

and where would you find a lovelier scene ?
"

"
True," grunted Thorkel,

"
I doubt if Lightwater

can match it, and were it not for the long dark winters,

Iceland would be the fairest land the sun shines

on."

They pushed forward then as quickly as they could,

till at length reaching the ridge of a hill, they looked

down to where a valley lay below them, half hidden

by drifting clouds of white vapour.
" The Smoky Valley," was the cry, then down they

went and cantered on though warily, for the ground

quaked and trembled under the horses' tread, and here

and there were boiling cauldrons of blue water, or jets

of steam puffing from the ground. A light wind shook

the clustered berries on the rowans, and set the birch

trees a-waving, while wreaths of warm mist were wafted

against their faces. Suddenly the vapour parted, and

as through a curtain drawn aside they spied a party
of women, busy washing wool by one of the hot pools.

At sight of the horsemen these huddled hastily together,

as do a flock of sheep, scared by the coming of the wolf.

All eyes were turned towards Thorkel, and they pointed

to him, chattering excitedly.
" Hard are the looks these carlines cast at me," he

muttered, as they drew rein by the pool ;

"
small reason

have they to gape thus, for here are gathered all the

worst looking women in Iceland, each one uglier than

the other. Come, let us push on."
"
Nay, not so fast," said a tall ungainly woman,

stepping forward
;

"
first a word with Bolli Thorleik-

son, to him the face of Katla must be known."
" One never to be forgotten truly," said Thorkel,
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for see she hath a beard upon her chin Baldur himself

might envy."
Katla cast upon him a withering glance, and Bolli

spoke chidingly.
" Wisdom oft cometh from a shrivelled

skin, so hold your peace while I have speech with her.

True enough I know her well, she has worked for Oswif

at the hay-making."
Now Katla had a tale to tell and set about it eagerly.

" We be gangrel women and fare from one homestead

to another, doing what work may come our way. Here

we are washing wool for the goodwife at Halwardstead,
erst we were at Goldmead. About three days since, as

we waited there by the ford for some one to bear us over,

there rode up to us in the dusk, three big and burly

men, one of whom led a spare horse by a halter. First

they watered their horses at the stream, talking among
themselves meanwhile, then without a word of warning

they rode in amongst us. One, a great red-bearded

runagate, just like your big and ugly friend there, caught
me up as though I had been a sheep, and laid me across

the saddle before him.
'

Fear not, fairest maid,' he

said in a voice hoarse as a bull's
;

'

I have long looked

for such a one as you, to keep me company in our lonely

mountain home, and no choice have you but to come.'

The other women ran off screeching, but all might not

escape, and soon Aud here and Unn were likewise caught.

I struggled like a wild cat, scratched and tore, and even

pulled a handful from his beard, but got naught else

dene
;
for a great hand, heavy as Thor's Hammer, pressed

hard upon my back, and held me so
;

then the horses

splashed into the stream and commenced to cross.
' What luck had you, Bork ?

'

cried Red-beard to his

nearest fellow.
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" '

I know not/ shouted the other,
'

it was over dark

to see
; but now let us look at our catch.' With that

Red-beard rudely pulled my hood from me and peered
down upon my face.

'

By the nine barks of Gorm/ he

cried
;

'

here is a beauty, but she needs shaving.'
' Worse luck have I,' said the other,

'

for here is a carline

with scarce a pick of flesh upon her ribs, and not a tooth

in her head.'
'

Teeth enow are here,' called the third,
'

but I'd liefer hold a wolf, for she hath bitten a good
mouthful from my leg.'

' No need to keep them longer

then,' said Red-beard.
'

Let's see, lads, if the old cats

can swim.' With that he caught me by the heels, and

hove me over headlong into the river. Aud and Unn
came splashing after me, and then began a hard struggle,

for the water ran strongly and was very cold. As for

Aud and Unn, they had not a word to say until they
reached the bank, then their tongues wagged freely.

As we stood there railing at them, and wringing the

water from our kirtles, the three men rode off laughing ;

so of that journey we were but little fain."

They had much ado to keep from laughing also, as

they listened to Katla's doleful tale
;

but when she

finished Bolli thanked her, and told of the horse-stealing

at Saelingsdale.
" A hard happening was that for you,

Katla," he said,
"
yet your news is timely given, and

these must be the outlaws we are after. That Red-

beard will be Hauk the Hewer, the others Bork and

Wolfgrim, and with them doubtless went Swart-Faxi."

Leaving the gangrel women by the pool, they fared

on up the Smoky Valley, and towards sunset came to

the house of a bonder, Thiostolf Biornson, at Lund.

From him they had a hearty welcome and from his

wife not a bad one. He had many questions to ask of

21
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their doings at King Olaf's court, and the reason of their

present journey.
When he heard of the stealing of Swart-Faxi, his

head wagged sagely.
" Ah !

"
he said,

"
that Hauk

the Hewer and his comrades, Wolfgrim and Bork the

Bald, have done great scathe in these parts, and now
I will tell you a story. A shepherd I have by
the name of Glum, who was sent to tend sheep at

our out-dairy among the hills. One day last summer
he had the ewes gathered for shearing by a pool, and the

lambs folded as usual, when there came to him a shaggy
man from over the fells, clad in wet weather gear, and

sat him down upon a stone.
' Your sheep need shearing,'

said he,
' and so do I, and if you will but clip my hair,

I will in payment spae your fortune, for I come of wizard

folk. And watch closely/ he added, laughing,
'

that

you do not clip my ears for I have need of them.' Glum
set to, nor was he long about it.

'

Now,' said the man,
when he had finished,

'

do you face to the east, and

fix your eyes on mine, nor look away till I have done

with you.'
" Glum did as he was bid, while the man stared and

seemed to study him. At last he spoke :

'

first there is

this to say, you are not sharp of sight.'
" '

Why so ?
'

said Glum.
" ' That I will tell you later,' said the fellow,

'

and

secondly you are somewhat hard of hearing.'
" ' How so ?

'

said Glum.
" ' That waits yet to be told, and thirdly your wits

need sharpening most of all.'

" ' Do you say so ?
'

says Glum,
' now tell me how you

guessed these things ?
'

" The man got up and shook himself.
'

Easy to tell
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that/ said he,
'

for had your eyes been sharper, you had

seen your lambs skip out of the fold and over the hill,

and had you not been hard of hearing, you had surely

heard the ewes bleat as they ran after them, and but that

your wits are dull, you had known me for a rogue all

this while.' And so it was, for while the fellow kept
Glum busy shearing him, his comrades had driven off

my sheep."

Next morning Thiostolf rode with them till they came
to a high ground, and there pointed out the road that

they must take. Away before them, glittering in the

sun, rose the white dome of Ok.
"
Keep eastward of it,"

said he,
"
then on through the pass to Half-day Mountain :

south of it lies Broadshield, and from its eastern slopes

the entrance to Thorir's Vale may be seen across the

plain under the Long-Jokul. There, I have heard, is

the lair of those outlaws, and of them I wish you luck."

So speaking, he bade them a kindly farewell, and re-

turned home.

Rough and barren was the country through which

they now travelled, and often they were forced to lead

their horses, as they stumbled along amid rugged lava

blocks, up steep passes, while at times whirling sand

storms rose circling about them. To the eastward lay
a wild region of snowy mountains and dark fells.

Skirting Ok and Fantofell, they reached at length
the lowermost slopes of Broadshield, but now the sun

was low, and darkness was creeping on
; across the

plain beyond, under the icy peaks must lie the valley

they had come to seek, but in the gathering gloom

nothing of it could be distinguished. So after a hasty
meal they left the thralls to watch, and rolling them-

selves in their cloaks prepared to rest till dawn.
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About midnight the thralls aroused them with the

tidings that they heard the sound of horses taking their

way over Bluewood Heath. All listened intently, and

presently on the still night air was heard the bleating

of sheep. The moon hung low in the east, casting the

long shadows of the hills along the dim lit plain below
;

while pale witch fires danced and glimmered in the north.

Well hidden by a ridge, they peered out and saw that at

but a little distance three big men rode slowly along,

driving some sheep before them, and the murmur of

their voices came faintly to their ears. One of the

riders, urging his horse ahead, mounted to the crest of

some rising ground and for a moment drew rein there

while he scanned the country on all sides.
"
Lie low," whispered Bolli.

"
Nay," said Thorkel,

"
up and after them : it will

save us a journey in the morning."
" Bold counsel," said Kiartan,

"
but better will it

be to track them to their lair, else we may not find

Swart-Faxi." So it was agreed, and bidding the thralls

stay there with the horses, they seized their weapons
and made ready to follow. One of the thralls had with

him a cord of bast, and taking this, Thorkel said :

"
I

have in mind a trick I learned in Sweden, and I may
have need of this cord."

Silently they picked their steps across the desolate

waste, guided by the bleating of the sheep, but the

way was rough and tedious, and the east glowed redly
with the breaking dawn, ere they reached the slopes of

the Long-Jokul, and found that somewhere hereabouts

the outlaws had disappeared.

Before them rose a wall of rock, high and impassable,
and for a while they skirted its base looking intently
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for any opening. It was not long before they heard

the noise of falling water, and there in the face of the

precipice a narrow cleft opened. On either side of it

the rocks rose sheer to an immense height, and down-

wards through this narrow gateway poured the stream,

plunging noisily into a pool, then hastening on by a

deeply worn channel. At one side of the stream a

path led upwards, and entered the cleft close by the

lip of the fall
;
and it was easy to see it had been used

of late.
"
Best had you two bide here," said Thorkel,

"
while

first I will go forward, and find what lies beyond."

Speaking thus he went down into the bed of the stream,

and found there a large flat stone
;

then he undid the

coil of bast, and carefully placing the stone beneath his

kirtle, where it would best protect him, bound it there

firmly with the cord.
" Some there may be," he said

laughing,
" who will think me the most hard-hearted

of men "
;

then loosening the sword in its sheath, and

with his shield slung upon his broad back, he mounted

the path quickly and disappeared from the eyes of his

comrades. He found himself within a dark and narrow

way, bounded on both sides by towering walls of rock.

For some distance the ground rose sharply, and on one

side the stream roared far below. Onward he went, and

now the pass widened suddenly, and the gloom lifted.

Before him stretched a long and narrow valley, winding

away into the mountains out of sight. Here and there

hot fountains bubbled from the earth, rich grass

abounded, and in places were clumps of brushwood.
" A wondrous fair abode have these outlaws found,"

thought Thorkel,
" and many better men have lived

in worse places."
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He was about to retrace his steps to where he had left

his friends, when a faint sound fell upon his keen ear.

He started, listened, then quickly unslung his shield and

with a swift movement drew his sword
;

but at this

familiar sound there stepped out from a cranny in the

rock wall a huge red-bearded man. In his right hand

he held a sword, and on his left arm bore a shield, on

which was depicted the image of Odin's bird. His

helm was of shining iron. Thorkel gazed at him in

bewilderment, and no wonder. Save for a livid scar

which seamed the stranger's cheek, either might have

been taken for the other. Here were shoulders wide as

his own, bulk as great and height to match
; eyes blue

and merry under bushy brows, nose broad and slightly

up-turned, and chin hidden in a fiery red beard.

Broadly the stranger grinned.
"
By the nine barks

of Gorm," said he,
"

I did not think to meet my twin

brother here to-day. How are you named, fellow, and

what brings you here ?
"

"
My name is Thorkel Thorgeirson, by some named

Hak, but who are you, big man ?
"

"
My name is Thorkel Hauk," he said,

"
by some called

the Hewer, and let me tell you, moreover, there lives

not the man in Iceland before whom I would give back

one step."
"
Ho," grunted Thorkel Hak,

" do you tell me so ?

Then we be as near alike in deeds as in looks and name.

That seems a goodly sword you bear. Where got you
such a weapon ?

"

Hauk laughed merrily.
"

I got this sword in Cour-

land when I slew the greatest champion, but the full

story of that is carven above my high seat at home."
"
There you lie, outlaw," snarled Thorkel Hak,

"
for
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one such as you can sit in no high seat. But tell me did

your sharp wit earn for you that great scar you bear ?
"

"
Nay, that I got in an encounter with a furious

fire-drake, eastward in the Baltic, and with its claw

it ripped my cheek thus, ere I slew it."

Thorkel looked black as thunder.
"
Morelike it was

the claw of some old crone that scratched you, for the

saying goes you dote on one, with more of hair upon her

chin than groweth on her head."

Loudly laughed Thorkel Hauk. "
So the old cats

mewed then after their dip ;
that might have been

foreseen, but let me tell thee that of that dip they stood

in sore need but stay, what may that be you've limned

upon your shield ?
"

" How seemeth it to you ?
"
growled Thorkel anxiously,

for he himself had drawn the image.
" A loathly toad," responded Hauk,

" and badly

painted, too."
"

'Tis plain you have never set eyes upon a fire-

drake," cried Thorkel angrily.
" Nor no man else," replied the outlaw,

"
for all the

boast you make of it."
"
Enough," thundered Thorkel,

"
your tongue keeps

wagging like a lamb's tail, but deeds talk louder than

do words. See, here is a level place among the rocks,

so come to single combat with me, and soon it will be

proved whether Hak slays Hauk, or Hauk, Hak.
"
Agreed," said the other,

"
that challenge I accept,

and there
"

he pointed to a rainbow which arched

above the valley
"
there lies your path over Bifrost

Bridge, Thorkel Hak, champion of the men of Light-
water though you be."

"
Never will you live, vile horse thief, to throw earth
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upon my head "
;
shouted Thorkel, and he rushed upon

him brandishing his sword. No less backward was the

outlaw, and now shield clashed on shield, and blade

met blade, while the rocks re-echoed the din of battle.

Meantime Kiartan and Bolli had anxiously awaited

Thorkel's return, and at length alarmed by his pro-

longed absence, made their way cautiously up the narrow

path. Then they heard the sound of that fight, and

running forward swiftly they came upon the scene.

There with dinted helms and splintered shields the

two Thorkels still fought, but their breath came thick

and fast, for they were well matched.

"Back," shouted Thorkel Hak, "Back! This

raven pecks hard, yet will we finish what we have begun."
Never a word spoke Hauk, but louting low made a

sweeping backhand cut
;

but up leaped Thorkel in the

air, so that the stroke whined beneath him.
"
Well do you leap, Toad," jeered Hauk, and smote

full hard at Thorkel's head, but the blow came upon
his shield, and clove it to the brazen boss

;
and with

an oath he hurled it from him.
"
Well warded, Toad !

"
cried Hauk, and struck again,

this time a mighty blow at Thorkel's middle, but craftily

he turned him so about that the blow came home upon
the stone he had beneath his kirtle. Sparks flew out,

and the good sword was shivered into pieces.

Hauk reeled back astounded.
"
Wizard," he yelled,

" what charm have you there, that has broken my
trusty weapon ?

"

Thorkel grinned.
"
Find that out for yourself,"

and now he flourished his sword so quickly that two

blades seemed to be aloft, and, try as he might, Hauk
could not avoid the blow. It fell upon his leg above the
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knee, and he stood a moment as if dazed, striving to

balance himself upon the shattered shield.
" No need for you to stare like that," said Thorkel,

"
'tis even as you see the leg is off, and this time I trow

the raven choked upon the toad."

Slowly the outlaw sank to earth.
" To every man,"

he gasped,
"
death comes at last, yet I would fain know

one thing before I die."
"
Speak on," said Kiartan, bending over him to catch

his words which came faintly.
"

Tell me, what it is that Thorkel hath beneath his

kirtle, on which my sword was broken ?
"

" No charm have I there," answered Thorkel,
"
nor

byrnie wrought with seething spells, but a flat stone

taken from the stream."

Hauk laughed feebly.
" Now is fulfilled what was

foretold for me by Hildagrimma the Spae-wife, that

through a stone I should come by my death
;

but

always I looked for it to fall upon my head, nor expected
to find it tied before a man's stomach."

He lay back still laughing, and so gasped out his life.

"
This one died well," said Thorkel,

" and this stone

has stood me in good stead to-day ;
but for it I had

been cut in twain."

They hastened now on up the valley, following the

stream, and came to where a great stone, which had

fallen from the cliffs, was firmly wedged across the

chasm in which it flowed. Here they crossed, and now

through a gathering mist could dimly make out that

the valley took a turn northward, narrowing as it went,

until it ended in a gorge, down which the torrent plunged
from the icy heights above. What looked like a hut

built of sods and stones was perched high upon a terrace
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of rock, and there drifted to them down the wind the

pungent odour of a turf fire. They took their way
cautiously through the brushwood till they reached

the foot of the wall of rock, and here found rough hewn

steps to aid their ascent to the robbers' eyrie. The
summit reached, they found that the hut was built

upon a broad and level space beneath sheltering rocks,

and a gruff murmur of voices told them that the outlaws

were at home.

Kiartan motioned towards an overhanging ledge,

right above the roof.
"
There," he whispered,

" we

may climb, and through the smoke hole listen to their

chat, and learn what men are there." And this they
did.

Within the hut sat Wolfgrim and Bork the Bald.

The first a short squat man, keen-eyed and swift-eyed,

and Bork, scant of hair but long of limb, like a Shetland

swine. A rude table was between them, on which was

spread a meal, and as they ate, they talked one to the

other, all unconscious of the unseen listeners.
"
Over speedy was Hauk with his meat," said Wolfgrim,

" and little need is there for such watching and warding.

My mother, Hildagrimma, says that for certain the blame

for this horse-stealing will fall on Thorkel Hak the Law-

man's son, and right glad will I be to see him come to

shame."

Bork chuckled
;

"
true, and already he has had a good

tongue-thrashing from Thorhalla. It will be hard for

him now to hold his head up in the Dales when she blazons

him abroad as a sneaking horse-thief." They laughed

heartily at the prospect, then of a sudden a small pebble
was dislodged above, and rattled down upon the roof.

For a moment they were silent, listening intently.
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"
Hist," said Wolfgrim,

" what was that ?
"

"
Thorkel Hak come after us, maybe," said Bork grinning,

" and long have you looked for him."

Wolfgrim turned upon him angrily.
" No need have

you to mock, for your eyes were searching every bush for

him as we rode hither."
"
Tush," said Bork indignantly,

"
little heed do I pay

to such a braggart, with his rhyming and his ranting of

fire-drakes and wild men, no one ever saw such wonders

save himself, and of his mind they were fostered, and by
his tongue begotten. Should two such men come against

me, I would still dare go forward."
"
By Odin's Eye," muttered Thorkel where he crouched,

"
this I will not endure, and let us at once leap down and

burst in upon them."
"
Nay," whispered Bolli,

"
this is the best of sport,

and let us hear what else they have to say."
" At Oswif's stead then," asked Wolfgrim,

"
are there

no men you fear ?
"

"
No, forsooth," replied Bork,

"
for Oswif's sons are

niggards, who would not miss a day from their farming
to go on any quest."

" What of Bolli the Viking ?
"
went on Wolfgrim.

" A sorry hack hath he become since he wedded that

fair witch, Gudruna, and 'tis told that he quails before her

like a dog before its master, and little heart is left in him

for any great deeds now."

Mightily ill at ease was Bolli to hear such words as

these.
"
Now," he said grimly between his teeth,

"
it

is high time to get down and make an end of these

swine."
"
Nay," replied Thorkel,

"
no such hurry, for now I

begin to enjoy their talk."
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" Turn about is fair play," said Kiartan,

"
and they

should have some sharp thing to say of me next."

But the outlaws went on to speak of Snorri's doings
at Helgafell, the great backing which Hildagrimma had

from him, and the wealth which she won by her sooth-

saying.

As they talked thus their voices sank low, and Thorkel

in his eagerness to hear more clearly, leaned too far over

the ledge. The soil had loosened with rain and frost,

and suddenly it gave way. In a moment he went sliding

downwards, carrying with him a mass of earth and stones,

and fell heavily upon the roof of the hut. It burst inwards

at the shock, and Thorkel disappeared head foremost.

The outlaws leaped to their feet as the great red-

bearded man came crashing through the roof and fell

sprawling across the table amid the remains of the meal.

Now he lay at their mercy, but for a moment it seemed

to them, that here had come their comrade Hauk, by
some strange mishap tumbling from the fell above.

"
By

all the trolls in Nifleheim," yelled Bork,
"

this is a

wondrous strange home-coming, and what kept you so

late and so long ?
"

Not a word said Wolfgrim, but with startled eyes and

jaws agape stood staring up through the hole in the roof,

apprehensive of what might follow.

Thorkel meantime scrambled to his feet.
"

I could come

no faster than I did," said he drawing his sword,
" and

which of you was so anxious to meet with Thorkel Hak ?
"

Wolfgrim waited to hear no more, but like a startled

hare made out through the door, shouting at the highest

pitch of his voice for Hauk the Hewer
;

then turning a

corner of the hut, he butted headlong into Bolli, who with

Kiartan was hastening round. Bolli tried to hold him,
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but with a snake-like writhe he glided from his grasp, and

running to the edge of the cliff clambered downwards.

Hard upon his track went Bolli, and when he reached

the bottom, saw the outlaw speeding towards a bend in

the valley, and on out of sight. It was not long, however,

till he reappeared astride a great dark horse, and came

galloping for the point where the rock bridged the chasm.
"
There goes Swart-Faxi, true enough," thought Bolli,

" and I cannot hope to intercept him, for he can speed as

swiftly as a bird
"

: but now a plan came to him, and he

gave a whistle loud and long, as the thralls were wont to

do at Saelingsdale when they called the cattle to their

fodder. The horse swerved instantly in his course, and

with a delighted whinny came racing towards him, and

now he called his name :

"
Faxi, Faxi, Swart-Faxi."

In vain the enraged outlaw belaboured him with fist

and heel, biting savagely the horse reared and plunged
till at length Wolfgrim gave up the struggle, and slipping

from his back continued his flight on foot
;

but just as

he reached the edge of the chasm, where the great stone

bridged it, an arrow from Bolli's bow struck him full and

fair, and leaping in the air like a speared salmon, he pitched

headlong into the roaring stream below.

Then Bolli caught Swart-Faxi and led him triumphantly
towards where he saw Thorkei and Kiartan hastening to

meet him.
"
Well," he shouted,

"
what luck had you, and where is

bald head ?
"

"
Little luck had we with that cunning rogue," said

Thorkei ruefully, wiping a face which looked both red

and swollen.
"
The hut was dark within : I could scarce see, yet I

made a swipe at him
;

but backwards he leaped across
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the table, and seized the large porridge pot that steamed

upon the fire.
' You must be hungry after your journey/

he exclaimed, and without more ado, heaved pot, porridge
and all at me. Just look at my face. It will be long ere it

is better of the scalding, nor could I do aught against him."
"
That fellow could leap like any trout," added Kiartan

laughing,
"
and as I rushed in, he seized the rafters and

swung himself up through the hole, yet quick as he was I

made a cut at him, catching him on the ankle, and I think

he will bear that mark to his dying day. Gaining the roof,

he glared down at us through the hole, and laughed loudly

to see how Thorkel sat scraping the porridge from eyes and

hair. I made after him by the door as quickly as might

be, but like a cat he sped on all fours, up the steep face of

the ice sheet, cursing us as he went. Look," he continued,
"
there he sits high up on the face of the fell amid the snow,

nursing his wounded foot."

Thorkel's gaze fastened on the distant figure.
"
Right,

by Thor. Now let us after him, for I would like well to

boil him in his own porridge."
"
Better let him bide," said Kiartan,

"
for to one so

handy at flinging pots, the trick of rolling boulders would

come easy."
"
Besides," added Belli,

"
he knows these rugged fells

so well, that we could never come nigh him
;
what need

we care now that we have Swart-Faxi."

Thorkel gazed at the horse admiringly and stroked his

dark mane.
" Much have I maligned thee, Swart-Faxi,"

said he,
"
for nothing of a goose neck is here. Never was

there a finer horse than this, and great is the pity that he

must go back to so cross-grained a mistress as Thorhalla
;

but now it is high time for us to start out to meet the thralls,

and I hope we may reach Lund ere darkness sets in."



Chapter XXVI

A Foe that was Friend

OW came on the winter very quickly ;

the days darkened down and fleece-

flakes of snow fell ceaselessly out of a

black heaven, till hill and dale lay under

a white shroud. Ice hardened on lakes

and rivers and on the fiords of the

coast. In all homes and halls must

fires now be early lit, for day-light

shortened, and about the tide of Yule, which was hereafter

to be called Christ's Mass, the sun showed only for a brief

while, low in the sky above the rim of the hill-tops.

Now men had much ado to feed the herds and for this

high stacks of hay had been stored and the cattle were

kept within sheltering garths, and in outbuildings near

the farmsteads. Foxes and other furred creatures could

now be trapped easily, and at this sport many busied

themselves, or worked indoors at wood carving and fashion-

ing of household goods. Women spun wool and wove it

into cloth, and saga-men and skalds sat by firesides

cheering the hours with telling of ancient tales or new.

Often now was Ulf Uggison at Herdarholt and best he

liked to relate the deeds of Olaf Peacock's boyhood, or

of mighty Egil Skallagrimson, and fain was he to hear

of Kiartan's doings with King Olaf Tryggveson, so that

an account thereof might be added to the Saga of the

Laxdale folk
;
but Kiartan could not be won to speak

335
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of what had befallen him over sea, for still it pained
his heart to think of Ingeborg.
Over in Saelingsdale it fared not over gladly with Bolli,

because of Gudruna's angry and suspicious moods ;
before

long, matters went worse with them than ever, and here

it must be told how that came about.

It happened one day ere Yule that Gudruna and Bolli

rode together to the house of Lawman Snorri at Helgafell,

for, as always, she sought counsel there on every needful

occasion, and at this time she desired much to hear of where

land might be bought, deeming it full time that she had a

house of her own to rule instead of dwelling any longer

at Oswif's stead. News was likely to be had from Snorri

if farm meads or pasturage were anywhere for sale, since

he was one that knew every man's business as well as

his own.

He stepped out across the snow-clad home-mead, as

Gudruna and her husband reined their horses at the

garth, and he gave the lady a right hearty welcome
;
and

to Bolli for her sake he spoke courteously, too. Then they
went within and the best of fare was prepared for them

by the serving women under direction of the house-wife,

Asdisa, Slaying-Stir's daughter. She was a comely
woman enough, but Snorri valued her the more for this,

that by wedding her he had the backing of warlike Stir

in his blood feuds and man-slayings.

Snorri had tidings to give of land that might be bought ;

but to Gudruna's mind it lay over far from her old home,
and it was agreed that they should wait some other chance.

Nothing more need be said of how the days of that visit

passed, till it came about that one evening as all sat along

the fire a voice hailed Gudruna by name from the house

door.
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Then she rose up and went forward and found herself

face to face with Hildagrimma, the Spakona wife. Very

pale and wrinkled and haggard looked the crone
;

her

long bony fingers clutched the crystal head of her staff,

like the claw of a bird of prey, and her eyes gleamed

wickedly under her floating grey locks.
"
Greeting and welcome, Hildagrimma," said Gudruna,

" and what may be your errand with me ?
"

"
Welcome, wisest of Spakona wives," said Snorri,

" come in among us to the fire." And with that he bade

Asdisa set a seat for her and bring forth a measure of

ale.

Hildagrimma stirred not a step across the threshold,

but stood there, looking in and beyond, towards the

fireside, and soon all saw how her eyes were fixed upon

Bolli, and they noticed that at this hard staring he grew
wondrous ill at ease.

"
Courteous thanks to thee, Snorri, and to thy wife,"

said the crone,
"
but I came not here a-guesting

as has been my wont in winter time
;

for other guests

have you here with whom I cannot sit or sup, since there

is an over heavy reckoning between us."
" What mean you ?

"
said Gudruna angrily, and it

came back to her mind how she had misused the Witch-

woman's cat,
"
but surely," she thought,

"
she bears over-

much ill-will for so small a matter."
"

I have a blood-feud with one there who skulks by the

fire and fears to meet my glance."

Then all turned and looked upon Bolli, and he rose up
at once and spoke out manfully : "In sooth I must ac-

knowledge that by my hand one who was your near

kinsman got wounds and death, and for that scathe I

will now gladly pay whatever price is fixed, and Snorri
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here will be as skilled as any man to name a right atone-

ment."

He did not add a word in defence of himself, nor urge
that Wolfgrim had been killed in fair fight as an outlaw

pursued for robbery ;
but Hildagrimma scorned his offer.

" No price need be named by Snorri, nor would I

accept it from you, Bolli, son of Thorleik. Vengeance I

seek, and vengeance I will have, though none now lives

in this land to draw sword on my behalf : nor need I ever

curse thee by word or by glance, by seething or by song ;

for a curse hast thou already brought on thyself in that

wife of thine, who will avail to work thee all the woe that

is needful when she hears of the dealing that was formerly
between thee and me."

At these words Bolli looked startled, and flushed up.
" What is meant by this ?

"
said Gudruna furiously.

"
Only this," said Hildagrimma, turning to her.

"
Once

you came to my mountain cave, seeking counsel of me, and

false soothsaying was then done for you by my lips. There

stands the man who paid me to tell, that his fair-haired

kinsman would wed a princess in Norway and come to

you no more."
"
Yes," hissed Gudruna in a low and terrible voice,

"
I

found that soothsaying false, since Kiartan came home

again unwedded, but too late
;
but I knew not that there

had been false dealing and how am I to believe thee ?
"

" Here is the proof," said Hildagrimma,
"

I give back

the price that was paid me and thus take vengeance for

my son."

With that she flung at Bolli's feet a great circlet of

beaten gold, with ornamental workmanship on it, and

Gudruna knew it well for an Irish arm ring that Bolli

had worn from his youth upward. It clanged down at
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his feet, nor did he stoop to take it, but stood there flushed

and distraught gazing upon Gudruna. Such anger, such

scorn, such hate now darted from her eyes that Hildagrimma

looking thereat was well content. With a shrill laugh she

clutched her staff and went out and away to her dwelling

on the icy hillside.

Bolli and Gudruna stood facing one another in the

firelight, and the ring of gold lay glimmering on the floor

between them.

Full bitter and disdainful in every look and word was

Gudruna to Bolli ever after, so that she made of his life a

misery, and almost stung him to madness and despair.

Worst of all was it that he could now find no healing or

comfort in the brotherly friendship which had before this

made one of the greatest joys of life. He saw plainly how
Gudruna had loved and desired none but Kiartan, nor had

she ever yielded to wed another but for Hildagrimma's

soothsaying, Now news came to her how Kiartan over

at Herdarholt could not be won to gaiety or much talk,

and this in her vanity she took to be for love of her and

grief at her loss. Very rarely now went Bolli to Olaf

Peacock's house, and Kiartan came not much abroad,

so that scarce any meeting took place between them, but

at last the time came round when it was Oswif's custom

to give his great Winter feast to the folk of the Dales, and

now for the first time since her meeting with Hildagrimma
that fateful night at Snorri's house, Gudruna was destined

to look on her lost lover.

At Herdarholt on that feast day all arrayed themselves

finely, but Kiartan spake to Olaf Peacock, saying he had

no heart to go among gay company. Then did his father

chide him, saying :

" Would you have news go abroad
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among the gossips that you envy Bolli because of his wife.

Well I know that is not in your mind
; yet people will

talk of it and mischief be done, so that friendship will

cool between you two who were loving as brothers before

this."

At that reproof Kiartan rose and decked himself in his

scarlet kirtle and other gay attire and rode to Saelingsdale

with Olaf and Thorgerda, and his brothers, Steinthor and

Haldor.

He had it so much in mind to show that he pined not for

Gudruna that this night he was very gay and pleasant

spoken to all
;

but seeing him so well-arrayed and so

courteous in speech to her, Gudruna in her vain mind

thought that he rejoiced most to be in her presence, and

before the night was over she found a chance to speak
to him in a place apart.

She stood before him with downcast eyes, a rosy flush

mantling her cheek, and her voice came very soft and sweet,

as she glanced to this side and that to see that no other

heard, but he alone.
"
Full glad am I of thy courtesy,

Kiartan, in coming hither, for I had been told that thou

wert in no mood for feasting and had little joy in life. For

that I grieve and am not to blame. False had I never

been but that false news was given me, and though I

am wedded, no other have I ever loved but thee."

At these words Kiartan stood abashed and confounded,

but before he could find an answer, Olaf Peacock stepped

to his side, saying :

"
Come, mount, for all is ready for

us to ride away."
Then hastily he went from the presence of Gudruna

out to where the horses were ready for the guests, and

there he saw his foster-brother, Bolli, and feared to

look him in the face.
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When all were mounted, Oswif and his sons, with Bolli

also, went around bidding farewell and giving parting

gifts as was the custom, and now a surprise had been

planned which was well-meant and devised to give Kiartan

pleasure. Two thralls led out the famous horse,

Swart-Faxi, and with him two well-bred mares :

" And

here, Foster-brother," said Bolli,
"

is my gift to you."
He had paid Thorhalla a great price for the horse and

did not grudge it, but thought by this to keep in his

foster-brother's mind, the adventure they had gone on

together to Broadshield Mountain, but at this Kiartan

flushed red and spoke more curtly than he was used to

do, so that some who heard thought him quite unmannerly.
" No gift can I take when thou art giver, Bolli," he said,

then rode away hastily after very scant greeting to Oswif

and his sons.

Stung somewhat by this brief answer, Bolli went slowly

in and stood in moody thought. Gudruna stood near

the dais, fair to see and well arrayed in purest white.
" What cause for downcast brows, Bolli ?

"
she asked.

"
Kiartan rode hence and took no gift of me," said he.

"
Moreover it would seem as if he spake purposely to

affront me before all men."

Gudruna laughed low with joy to hear, then mockingly
she looked upon her husband.

" What gift couldst thou offer, poor fool, to atone for

this, that thou hast stolen from him, his heart's desire,

and I think there will be less love shown thee by thiv

foster-brother from this day forth."

After this feast there was growing coldness between

these households of the Dales, for not once in this winter

did Kiartan and Bolli come face to face again, and this
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was a cause of great grief to Olaf Peacock, though he

understood not how Gudruna had spoken words of love

to Kiartan and that it was not befitting that he should

seek her company.
Wolf Month was over, and Colman the priest came to

tarry at Herdarholt, and had a good welcome from all

there and ready hearers as anywhere else in the land. It

delighted him to speak of Olaf Peacock's royal kin in

Ireland and of their palace of Aileach near Derry in the

north. To him the anxious father opened his mind about

Kiartan and his cause of grief.
"

It seems well to me that he should wed," said he,
" and

cease to pine for what can never come to pass."

Then the priest spoke gravely to Kiartan, and said :

"
It is unfitting that you should grieve thus for one who is

wedded to another, that is, Ingeborg, the Earl Rognevald's

wife, and this parting from her has been by the will of

God and should not be rebelled against."

In the end he won Kiartan to acknowledge that it would

be best that he should find some other bride, but Colman

was not told, though a priest he was and might safely

have had such confidence, of the reason of this yielding.

In his own heart alone Kiartan thought
"
at the Doom-

ring Bolli saved my life, and this is a poor return to make,
to rob him of Gudruna's love, and I think that Ingeborg
would wish that anything should be done to restore

peace with my foster-brother."

After this he rode northward to the house of his sister

Thurida, Gudmund's wife, at Asbiorness, where was come

a great gathering of people from all parts, and Hall, his

sister's and Gudmund's son, planned games for their

diversion.
"

I have had little training for sports," said Kiartan,
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when Hall pressed him to compete.
" We had other

things to do with King Olaf." Yet in the end he was

persuaded to make a trial and on that first day he excelled

all in every game he entered, so that on the second day
he did not again compete, but sat to watch the others and

to judge. So came it that he sat where his sister Thurida

looked upon the ball game, and with her was the gentle

Refna, more beautiful and more graceful than any
other.

Thurida and Kiartan had some talk together and full

gladly she urged him to woo so gentle a bride and one whose

brother and kindred were staunch friends in her husband's

and her father's house. So came it that Kiartan and

Refna at last sat alone together.
"

I see," said she,
"
that you do not join in the games

to-day and that is because you have excelled in all and

none will compete with you now."
"

I have another contest on hand," said he,
"
and you

alone can tell me whether I may hope to win."
"

I am not foresighted, nor a soothsayer."
"
Yet you alone can tell me of my fate and whether I

am destined to be wedded before many days ?
"

"
For that you should seek out some skilled Galdraman,"

said she, but her long lashes drooped shyly and her heart

trembled with hope and fear, for now Kiartan took her

hand and his voice pleaded.
" Do you remember," he said,

" how down at Borgar-

firth I came ashore and found you decked with the golden

coif which I brought from Norway. Your companions
danced around and sang a bridal song, and that was fitly

done, for the coif was meant for a bride's brow, and comely
it looked set there above your flowing hair, and best it

seems to me that coif and maiden both be mine. Likely,
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Refna, you were fated to wed with me, and against what
fate decrees, it is vain to make resistance."

But Refna had no thought of resisting such a fate,
full joyously she turned her eyes to his and her lips spoke
consent. After that it was settled with Asgeir Eiderdrake,
her father, and with her brother, Kalf Asgeirson, accord-

ing to custom, and the making of this match was well

approved at Herdarholt and the wedding fixed for after

Easter.



Chapter XXVII

Refna Wears the Golden Coif

ENTEN tide went by, and it was the

talk of men who dwelt in far parts of

Iceland, how Kiartan kept fast, for the

like had not been seen before. Some

journeyed to Herdarholt to make sure

of what had been rumoured of this

strange custom, brought in with the New
Faith, and little did they like it. Sacri-

fice meats and horse-flesh broth they had been used to par-

take of at Thor's temples, but now all things were ordered

differently, seventh day to be kept holy, and set times for

prayer, confession of ill deeds and penances named therefor.

So passed Lent and Easter, and on a day of brightening

summer Kiartan and Refna were wedded, and blessed by
the priest, and this was the first bridal of any such notable

man to be confirmed in this fashion.

Olaf Peacock rejoiced greatly over the match, for hateful

to him was strife among kindred, and now he thought he

might look for peace with Belli.

But when news of that bridal came to the household at

Saelingsdale, Gudruna turned upon her husband with

rage and scorn.
" Was it not enough," said she,

"
for

you and me to be thus ill-mated, but now Kiartan must

suffer too, and Refna live an unloved wife, and all this

has come about through your lying words, and your
underhand dealings with the witch-wife."

345
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With that she burst into stormy tears, and went from

his presence, so now he had this to think on, that she

loved Kiartan so steadfastly that she wept for his marrying
another. Jealousy now tortured Bolli's heart more than

ever, and changed his nature, so that everywhere he was

known for sullenness of mood and bitter speech, who had

before this been cheeriest of comrades.

Kiartan and Refna dwelt at Herdarholt, and all went

well there till a day about the next winter's beginning,

when the time came around lor an accustomed feast at

Oswif's house.
"
Thither I shall not ride this year," said Kiartan

determinedly,
" nor Refna either, if my counsel is listened

to." Yet he did not say too strongly against it when his

father and mother urged that though excuse could be made
for his absence, it would be a pity if his wife should miss

the festivities. So he agreed to her going ;

"
but see to

it," he added,
"
that she is given due honour and high

place, as befits one so well born as is she."

Then Refna arrayed herself for that journey, and

Thorgerda prompted her to wear the showiest of her robes.
"
Let it be seen," said she,

" how fair a wife has come to

our home, and that Kiartan has no need to envy Bolli
;

bring with you, moreover, that golden coif, your bride

gift, for hitherto it has scarcely seen the light of day,

and such a treasure was not meant to be kept wrapped
in a chest when folk fare to feasts."

Kiartan said against the wearing of the coif, forseeing

what grudging thoughts it might awaken, but his mother

would have her way.
So in good heart they all set out together, and at

Saelingsdale Gudruna was the first to meet and greet

them with great stateliness and courtesy, for none knew
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better how to behave
;
nor did she let it be seen how sorely

she felt Kiartan's absence.

She brought Refna and Thorgerda to her own robing

room, where they decked themselves before going to the

hall, and here the jewelled coif was brought forth from its

wallet and Thorgerda passed it to Gudruna and asked her

how she liked its looks.

Gudruna took it in her hands, turning it this way and

that, and as she gazed on the pearls and turquoises set

around the brow band, she bit her lip vexatiously, then

without a word handed it back to Refna, who placed it

proudly on her own head.
"
See how it becomes her," vaunted Thorgerda,

"
and

never before hath the like of this jewelled coif come into

Iceland. Dwarf worked it must have been, and fashioned

in Miklagard or those eastern parts."
" The coif is well enough," said Gudruna smoothly,

"
but I think it was meant for a taller woman than Refna

to wear
; moreover, it has somewhat of an unlucky look."

Speaking thus it was in her mind that it had been

meant for none other than herself to wear as Kiartan's

wife, and hate smouldered in her heart for this blue-eyed

gentle girl who possessed now both gift and giver.

Now cunningly she hid that hate, and spoke softly with

seeming courtesy, and the feast went well with jest and

song. Refna had the highest place, and men praised her

much and found her fair,
" and like a queen she is," sang

a skald at ale drinking time,
"
like a crowned queen with

jewelled brow, but brighter than those gems the lustre of

her eyes."

And every word of such praise was as the thrust of a

poisoned dart to Gudruna
;

in the end she could endure

no more, and like a lightning flash came this resolve :
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"
never again shall Refna wear that coif, or flaunt it thus

at feasts." So that night she talked apart in her shut

room with Thorolf, the most guileful of her brothers, and

together they hatched a plan.

After three days of hospitality the Herdarholters rode

homeward well content, and laden with gifts, nor did they

guess that a loss had befallen which outweighed them all.

As Thorgerda was about unpacking, Refna came running
to her with pale face and eyes all startled.

" Look what

is here," she cried,
"
in place of my beautiful coif." She

drew from the wallet a well-worn and greasy cap of woollen

stuff, such as homely housewives were wont to wear when

about their dairy work.
" The coif is stolen !

"
cried Thorgerda furiously.

" And by whom ?
"

wailed Refna.
" The red-haired witch Gudruna and no other. All

could see the envious looks she cast at you when you

queened it on the dais, and her spite has contrived this

deadly insult."

When Olaf Peacock heard of the loss he was deeply

grieved and did not fail to chide Thorgerda.
" And for

this very reason you made Refna wear it, to awaken such

jealousy, and now are you paid in your own coin. Worse

than the loss of wealth, I deem the loss of love that will

come about, for it will be hard to keep peace between

Kiartan and Bolli after this."
" We of Egil Skallagrim's race are not wont to grieve

much over the breaking of peace," said she,
"
and great

would be the disgrace if this scathe were meekly borne."

Great was Kiartan's wrath when he heard of that theft,

and in spite of all his father could say, he went forth and

mustered a force of many mighty men. To him came most

of Hrut's sons from Hawkdale near by, An the Black, a
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trusted friend, with other men of Salmon River-dale, Ulf

Frizzlebeard and certain of the Swan's crew; moreover,

Steinthor and Haldor, who were next in years to Kiartan,

chose to make their brother's quarrel their own. He had

in the end sixty in all.
"
For I have this in mind," said

he,
"
to go with an overwhelming force, and thus no blood

will be spilt."

Well mounted and well weaponed were they all, and

Kiartan in his war array of ring byrnie and golden helm

rode at their head. He bore a Danish shield, whereon

was blazoned the sign of the Holy Cross.

Olaf Peacock came forth to see them ride, and to the

last gave counsel against their faring.
"

It is now to be

seen, Kiartan," he said,
"
that though you fasted long,

you follow not the Christian faith in other ways, namely,
in forgiving wrongs, and maintaining brotherly love."

But Kiartan heeded not, and off he rode with his three

score horsemen behind him.

Oswif with his sons and kin sat at their morning meal,

when Thorhalla burst in with the news that here had

come many armed men and the house was all encompassed ;

then was a bustle and a stir, and all rushed to gird on

weapons, for none knew what might befall
;

while Bolli,

gripping sword and shield, threw open wide the door and

strode without. At once his glance fell on Kiartan, who
stood there by the home-garth, having his horse by the

bridle, and very scornful were his looks.

Bolli spoke first.
"

It would seem you force a quarrel

on us, foster-brother, and in this I will not gainsay you,

though little need see I for all these followers. Often have

men wondered which of us is the better man, and let it

now be proved."
"
Not so," answered Kiartan,

"
last of all will I fight
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with you, Belli, and not for sword strokes did I come

hither, but on a house-searching, as the law allows, and

by the Cross upon my shield, I swear I shall not go hence

till I hold again Refna's golden coif, which has been stolen

from her most basely."

Bolli flushed with hot shame, for till now he had not

known of this doing, and while he pondered how to answer

this accusal, Thorolf broke in with jeering words.
" A

mighty company, by my troth, you find needful for so

small a matter as this house breaking, yet mayhap you
feared to come with fewer. As for the coif, some would

say she holds it now who has best right to it. Search our

homestead. Will ye forsooth ? only over our dead bodies."

But Kiartan let it be seen he meant to have his way,

answering sternly,
"
here we will remain, till hunger and

thirst compel you to submit
"

;
then guards were set

about the place, meal fires lit, and horses let out to graze.

Meantime from behind a drawn curtain Gudruna had

watched all unseen, and her gaze lingered most longingly

on Kiartan, for well she liked his masterful ways and

lordly looks.
" And he shall yet be mine," she mused,

remembering how Gest of Bardastrand, most far seeing

of men, had foretold to her in early days that her third

marriage would not be the last.
" As for Refna," she

thought,
"
not long will she stand in my way, for he will

cast her aside, as readily as did Thord his wife Aud at

my bidding."

A week went by, and still the Herdarholters kept watch

and ward, and it began to fare ill with those within the

house. Food they had in plenty, but chiefly salted stock

fish, and this served but to increase their thirst. At last

it came to this, that there was not a tub of whey nor a

measure of ale left, and worst of all the water cask ran dry,
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and now faces grew exceeding long. Hard was. this for

all to bear, but hardest for the old man Oswif, and soon he

took to bed, and was like to die of weakness and of thirst.

Now his sons disputed among themselves, and one advised

this, and one that, till Bolli was sick at heart.

Thorhalla, too, put in her tongue.
"
Let us yield to

the search, for nothing shall they gain by it. Well I know
that Gudruna has bestowed the coif where none will ever

find it more."

Bolli turned on her angrily.
"
Silence, woman. While I

dwell here, none shall submit to that shame. Rather

would I burst out now and make a fight for it. Better to

die sword in hand, than be herded here like sheep in a

pen."

Gudruna said never a word amid their wrangling, for

now she saw her chance had come, and, looping back her

gown, she took two pails in hand, and stepped out briskly

from the house door. Those on guard wondered much to

see her come, yet did not stay her, so with stately step

she walked through their ranks, looking neither to right

nor left. One ran then to tell Kiartan : "a woman has

come forth bearing water pails, and gone to the well."
"
That will be Gudruna herself," said Kiartan,

"
for

she is the most high hearted of all women, and it is fitting

that I should have a word with her."

He strode quickly down the path towards the willow

copse where was the well, and as he went considered what

he would say about the theft, but as he drew near a picture

met his view, which made him pause to wonder and

admire.

There where the willows drooped over the waters of the

fern fringed well, Gudruna knelt, and leaning over gazed
into its shadowy depths. She was plainly garbed, as
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any bondswoman, with sleeves uprolled and gown looped
back

;
while the pails stood brimful by her

;
but little did

her witching grace need of gay attire or rich adornment

to set it off. She started at his footstep, then turned to

him a face so wan and woebegone, such pleading and pitiful

eyes, that his heart was smitten at the sight, and his anger
died away to see her thus humbled, and when at last he

spoke his voice was grave but gentle.
" What treasure have you lost, Gudruna, that you look

for in the well ?
"

She sighed, and answered in a low and level tone, but

the music of her voice thrilled him at every word.
"
Lost

youth I see therein, lost joy, and hope, and comeliness,

and worst of all lost love
;
but that perished, as you best

know, many years ago. Come nearer, now," she said,

and reaching forth her hand drew him down beside her

on the brink.

He gazed down upon the wavering image of her lovely

face, framed amid the shadows of the bowing ferns, white

glimmering, and fading at each ruffling of the surface.

She went on in passionate appeal.
"
Enough of shadows

;

look now upon this face of mine, you have seen me in

my bloom of youth and girlish happiness. Look and

tell me now, have not sorrow and heartache marred my
features with lines of age and care ?

"

Her eyes were fixed on his, wistful and entreating, and

what could he do then but answer as she had hoped with

words of consoling praise.
"
Passing years, Gudruna,

have left no trace upon you, and still most will deem you
the fairest of all women."

As when the sun bursts from behind a passing cloud,

gloom vanished, and radiantly she smiled, and from

beneath long lashes gazed at him with looks so tender
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and alluring, that he dropped her hand and drawing back

a pace added reproachfully : "no need had you of golden
coif to lend a lustre to your brow, and best tell me where

you have hidden it away."
Now anger like a leaping flame transformed her

; she

started to her feet, and stood there trembling and in-

dignant.
" The coif !

"
she cried,

"
I think I had most

right to it, for the talk goes 'twas meant to be my bride

gift. I could not brook to see it on another's brow. Never

again shall Refna set eye upon it, no nor any other, for I

swear to you that I cast it in the flames." Speechless he

heard her out, as she went on to heap on him vehement

reproaches.
" Shame upon you, to treat an old man thus.

My father Oswif and all of us came near to die of thirst,

had I not dared your ruffianly band of spearmen, with

their taunts and gibes ;
here am I humbled indeed who

was low enough already, being cast away by you, and

made the talk and mockery of all the land, though as you

may remember I was wont to hold my head high before

you stole my love and spurned it."

Now as she spoke, memories stirred within him of the

happy days of childhood, and their youthful love, and of

that fateful day when he had held her in his arms by
Isle-ford in North-water Dale, hardly could he now restrain

some show of tenderness, then none too soon he recalled

his bridal vow, and Refna's trustfulness, and answered,

sighing somewhat, with averted eyes.
"
Alas, Gudruna,

more and more I come to see that men rule not their own
lives and loves. All things are forefated for us, and this

for thee and me, to be apart as now we are."
' Then must I curse my fate, and ill have I deserved it.

Faithfully I loved, and never would have wedded with

another, but that a lying tale was woven to deceive me."

23
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She turned then to lift the heavy pails, but he was before-

hand with her, and bore them after her up the winding

path, passing without a word through the ranks of his

astonished followers, till at last he set them down upon
the threshold of Oswif's house.

Softly and sweetly Gudruna thanked him, then passed

within, her face lit with a glow of triumph as she offered

a cup of the clear cool water to her father.
"
Now," vaunted Ospak to his brothers,

"
woman's wit

has served us well, and who can tell on whose side the

laugh will be when news goes out that Kiartan came at

Gudruna's heels, bearing water pails to our door like any
thrall."

" What had he to say about the golden coif ?
"

asked

Thorolf.
"
Only this," said she,

"
that she had it now who had

least need of it, and what he meant by that I leave you
to guess but see, they are making ready to depart."

Even as she spoke there was a stir and bustle about the

farmstead, as booths and tents were taken down, and

horses led out as the Herdarholters made hasty prepara-

tions for departure. At length the troop of riders wound
down the dale, the red light of the setting sun glittering

on helm and spear-point and burnished shield as they

passed from view behind the trees.

Gudruna from a doorway stood to watch, and her eyes

were upon Kiartan's fair flowing locks and scarlet kirtle

to the last, and longing and love for him burned in her

heart. Of a sudden Bolli stood beside her, with drawn

brows and lowering countenance, and thus he questioned
her sullenly :

"
tell me straightly, Gudruna, what passed

between you two at the well, when after all this show of

force, Kiartan rides away thus tamely ?
"
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Gudruna answered his question with another.
"
Why

should he longer stay, when once he learned he could not

have that which he came to win ?
"

"
Yet he set much store upon that golden treasure, and

shamefully have you dealt with him in that matter."
" Who speaks of coifs ?

"
said Gudruna,

"
this much I

will tell you that Kiartan rode hither with all this armed

force in hope to win a greater treasure. Long and ardently
he pleaded, for it seems he is as tired of the girl Refna and

her childish talk as I am of my black browed husband."

Bolli stood as though smitten to the heart, with anguish
written on his face, and his words came hoarsely.

"
Yet

you denied him, Gudruna, you would not abase yourself

by yielding to such pleading ?
"

"
True," she answered, regarding him steadfastly,

"
I

did indeed deny him, and now it is for you, Bolli, to prove

your worth, sword to sword with the man who has tried

to lure away your wife."



Chapter XXVIII

Snorri's Cold Counsel

T was in the winter after this that

Refna's son was born, and she would

have it that he should bear her father's

name, for old Asgeir Eiderdrake had died

not long before. Kiartan had naught
to say against this, and let her have her

way as in most other matters
;
and

now it seemed to him that former un-

happiness had passed away, and that he could live full

well content in possession of so dear and gentle a wife and

a fair chihT'of his own. Now he bethought himself to

look about for land that he could build a homestead on,

with good pasturage and hay meads, water near for

fishing, and some woodland shelter.

In this Olaf Peacock promised to help with money and

farmstock in plenty, but at this time land was hard to

obtain, and out of this, great mischief was fated to befall,

for Bolli and Gudruna were also in search of a farm, nor

were they found easy to please.

Early in the spring of the year Snorri the Lawman rode

over to Saelingsdale. Already the snow had melted there,

and the streams were free from ice, and round the warm

springs the grass was fresh and green. The steam wavered

up from the pools and merry voices of women rang out as

they chided one another or jested over the work. There

in the middle of that throng stood Gudruna the careful

356
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housewife, who had them thus busy washing clothing after

the winter wearing.
The lilt of laughter died away suddenly, and the washers

stood exceeding hushed, for a rider came up the Dale on a

highly mettled grey horse, and they knew him even afar

for the priest of Helgafell, and though with the New Faith

there had come in another priesthood and strange laws,

yet was the name and might of Snorri no less in that

western land.
"
See," whispered one woman to another,

"
here cometh

he who egged on his men to slay Arnkel in the hay-garth,
Snorri the Lawman, whom the men of Eyr hold in such

hate."
"
Hush," said another,

"
let no ill word be said of

him here, for Mistress Gudruna honours him above

any."

Whispering gossip buzzed around over the steaming

pools and the white spread linen, as they watched the

greatest beauty in Iceland meet and greet with the wiliest

if not the wisest man.
"
They say she took his advice in all her marriages save

the first, and that was forced upon her."
" A wonder that he did not give her counsel to wed

himself, so well matched as they are."
"
Nay," said an older one,

"
Snorri was in his young

days a ne'er-do-well and spendthrift, with nothing to

boast of. Later, indeed, he might have fancied Gudruna,
but with Slaying Styr for wife's father, divorce dared not

be thought of. See how she smiles upon him, and her

voice is now low enough and sweet enough, that scolded

us so shrilly a while ago."
"
Such women as she keep all their soft words for the

ears of the men."
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"
Aye," said a carline, who was most about the house

at Oswifs stead,
"
to all men she is soft spoken, save that

hapless husband of hers and too good a man was wasted

when that match was made. See ! She is looking

back this way to make sure that we are busy at work,

for she is off to walk in the wood with the Law-man ;
so

let us haste to wring and spread these garments. All

should be dry before the rain comes."

Snorri flung his rein over a stunted willow, leaving his

dapple grey to graze on the soft springing grass. He paced

by Gudruna's side on the way to the river, and her last

backward glance assured her that the work went on busily.

His keen eyes searched the beautiful but petulant face

of his companion as they walked under the shade of the

birch trees, and he read there plain tokens of discontent,

thwarted passion, and sullen indignation scarcely held

in check.
" How fares it now with household and husband,

Gudruna ?
"

said he,
" and is the old saying proved true

in this case, that last chosen is luckiest choice ?
"

Gudruna bit her lip and clenched her slender hand; a

fierce light flashed from her beautiful eyes.
"
My choice you speak of, Snorri

;
but no choice had

I in this matter, being hoodwinked and cheated by juggling

tricks, and bought by bribery, when I might have had the

goodliest man in all Iceland for my husband if I had but

waited in patience for his return from Norway ;
but I was

told falsely that he was plighted to another, though now
it can be seen that he was true to me all the time. The

man who told me those lies now calls me wife, yet surely

there is law enough in Iceland to bring this marriage to

nought."
Snorri answered warily :

"
the law of Iceland hath
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freed you before this, Gudruna, from a hated husband,

but in this case we will try a different plan."

They sat now on a fallen tree trunk by the river bank,

and the clear ripple of the running water seemed to murmur
a song in Gudruna' s ears, bringing back to her the memory
of that summer day long ago when Kiartan's first kiss had

been set upon her lips. What trick had fortune played
her that she had lost the love of such a man ?

" Whatever counsel you give, Snorri," said she,
"
speak

not to me of patience, for I can endure no more. You
know every twist and turn of the law, so tell me straightly,

how can the speediest severance be made of this marriage
knot that binds me unwillingly to Bolli ?

"

" That knot," said he,
"
can most speedily be sundered

by the sword. Death, after all, gives the surest divorce."

Gudruna started, for he did but echo the inmost thought
of her own heart, yet she feigned to oppose such counsel.
"
Nay," she said,

"
too lightly you would bring about

blood feuds and man-slaying ;
after all, the law is safest."

Snorri laughed.
"
My wise Gudruna, have you not wit

to see that to make a law suit out of this matter would

only mean loss of time and money too a needless expense,

for in the end blood will be spilt whate'er betide. It

would seem to me an easier dealing to egg them on to

fight, and well I know which of the two would come best out

of it, for I have stood by when the best judges of swords-

manship argued together comparing these two, and it

was the opinion of all that Kiartan is by so much the

better man that Bolli would have no chance against him.

So, fair Gudruna, I can most confidently assure you that

if Kiartan desires to win you, Bolli shall not long stand in

his way, nor Kalf Asgeirson, nor any other of Refna's

kin who may take up her quarrel." Here Snorri paused,
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while his shrewd eyes strove to fathom the thoughts that

were mirrored in her face, then he added :

"
it is to be

hoped, Gudruna, that you have made quite sure ?
"

" Of what ?
"

she panted.
" Of Kiartan's love."

She laughed a low triumphant laugh, remembering how

easily she had beguiled him -long ago, ere ever he sailed

to Norway ;
and how after the years of parting, though

he was husband to a new wed bride, it had been easy to

win from him soft words and admiring glances, when they
met by the well-side at Saelingsdale.

She raised her head proudly, her red lips curved in a

confident smile.
"
Full well I know that Kiartan is as

ill content with his marriage as I am with mine. Have

you not heard, Snorri, you who have ears for all tidings,

how after his return from Norway, when he found me

wedded, he mourned and fasted and seemed like one

heart broken ?
"

" That fasting was the wonder of men far and wide,

but all deemed it had most to do with this strange new

religion, which King Olaf forced upon us."
"
Yet well I know," continued Gudruna,

"
that he

fasted for grief at my loss : then, when he came to feast

at Oswif's house, I took occasion to speak to him some

few words of gentleness and comfort and to tell him of

the deceit that Bolli had used to win me. Kiartan took

this so ill that at parting he refused a gift from Bolli.

Since that day there have been few words between these

two who were aforetime fondest brothers."
"
Yet Kiaftan wedded Refna, Asgeir's daughter,"

urged Snorri thoughtfully ;

"
that goes not with your

belief in his enduring love for you."

Gudruna smiled scornfully :

"
his sister Thurid and
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Refna' s kindred forced on that ill-assorted match, and

there is this to be told that he cared very little when the

coif, his bridal gift, was snatched from her by one who
had a better right to it. Yes, forsooth," she went on,

flushing indignantly :

"
therein I see the strongest proof

that he meant to wed me when he brought that precious

jewel here to Iceland. What other woman could he have

had in mind for it ? not Refna, who was but a foolish child

when he left home. Refna, indeed ! No ! that golden
head-dress was destined for none but me to whom he had

spoken words of love and vows of constancy here beside

this very stream that runs by our feet."

She stood erect, glowing in her matchless beauty, with

hand outstretched, pointing to the stream that rippled

in the shallows under the tossing birch trees. How could

Snorri fail to believe that Kiartan's love had endured for

one so beautiful.
" And yet," he persisted,

" somewhat

strangely has this son of Irish Olaf acted in the matter of

that coif. It is the talk of all men in the Dales that he

was prompt to avenge the loss, and put Bolli and Oswif's

sons to utter shame."

Gudruna came and sat very near to him on the fallen

tree, and her voice sank to a soft and dreamy tone as she

spoke.
" You are my most trusted friend, Snorri, and I

tell you now what none know who relate that tale of the

quest for the golden coif and the insult put upon Oswif's

household. They have not heard how Kiartan and I

spoke alone together, and that he told me how he still

deemed me the fairest in the land. Full well I know that

he came with all that force of men to bring about a combat,

slay Bolli, and win me for himself."
"
Yet Bolli did not heed the challenge."

"
No," retorted Gudruna savagely,

" and for that I
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shall scorn him all my life. He urged as his excuse the

bond of brotherhood, as if that mattered, and even when

I taunted him, and told of Kiartan's love for me, he did

not flare up as I thought he should have done."
"
It will likely be hard enough," mused Snorri,

"
to

egg him on to a fight with Kiartan, if he has endured to

listen to so much from you without showing his manliness
;

yet something must be contrived to bring their ill will

to a head."

Gudruna's eyes were fixed hopefully upon Snorri's face

as he meditated, for she looked to have some deep counsel

from him, knowing that he was never at a loss in planning

guile. It was not long before he spoke.
" You never

asked me the reason of my journey hither, so full was your
mind of Kiartan and his love

; yet you may remember

how I promised to give word if I heard of land likely to

suit for your new homestead, and it has just come to my
ears that Thorarin, the bonder at Tongue, down yonder, is

eager to sell out and fare over sea."
"
This is tardy news," said she,

"
and we who are nearer

neighbours to him have heard as much already ;
this

very morning Bolli rode that way to speak with Thorarin

as to the price of it."
"

I trust he will not close the bargain before returning,"

said Snorri anxiously ;

"
that would not fall in with my

plan."
" What plan then have you in mind ?

"
asked Gudruna

eagerly.
"
Bolli cannot close the purchase till he takes

counsel with my father Oswif and myself, for part of the

price would be paid with my wealth. But keep me no

longer in suspense : what plot are you weaving in the dark

loom of that wise brain ?
"

Snorri answered :

"
little is left for me to do, since the
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trap is ready for the bird and well baited. Next to

woman's love, I know of naught for which men will draw

sword so readily as disputes about land. I will ride

now to Herdarholt and give Kiartan tidings of this farm,

and doubtless he also will hasten there to offer for it, for

he, too, plans to build a homestead, and no better place

could be found. Let it be your part in this plot, Gudruna,
to hold Bolli back from the bargain till his kinsman has

got the better of him
; then, if I mistake not, there will

be hot words and sword blows over it."
"
Aye," said Gudruna,

"
but in that encounter my

husband might chance to have the greater force with him,
and so Kiartan might be worsted."

"
Care must be taken to ward against that. The way

between Herdarholt and Tongue winds about in such

fashion that riders thereon can be spied upon long ere

they approach. You must have your watchers and friends

on the look out to see how many ride with Kiartan ;
so

will you know what force to send against him. Let them
be man for man, and then if Kiartan loves you so fondly
as you say, his sword will seek out Bolli and none other.

So, lovely Gudruna, without loss of wealth for law-suing

you shall win your divorce but I must ride now to give

the news at Herdarholt."

With these words Snorri rose to go to where his horse

was tethered, and as they went together, Gudruna gazed
on him with admiring gratitude.

" You are a good
friend for one to have," she said,

" and I envy not those

who have earned your hate. A well of wisdom is in

your heart, and no man in Iceland can give sager

counsel."

He smiled at this praise, but shook his head deprecat-

ingly.
"

I can see deep into the hearts of men and women,
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and have studied how to work upon their passions ;
but

knowledge of things to come is denied to me, the future

is veiled in darkness from my eyes, and I know not for

certain what fate may befall to any. Others there are

as you know, like Gest of Bardastrand and Nial of Berg-

thorsknoll, who are foresighted men, and often they have

sure tidings of good fortune or of doom."
"
Ah," said Gudruna,

"
you need not envy them that

gift, for, if you, Snorri, could see the end of things, you
might then sit with folded hands, and never bestir your-
self to plot and plan. The Norns have need of men like

you to work their will with deft hands and cunning brain

and fearless heart ;
therefore have they hidden the future

from your gaze. The world might stand still if all men
were like beardless Nial and Gest the seer, who have only
to watch and wait for what must come, and no reward

have they, except the privilege of shedding tears before

others know the cause thereof."
"
So be it then," said Snorri,

"
I will be content to be

fashioner of fates while others merely watch the game.
In this case I shall lay the lure as well as I know how,
and ask no more than your thanks if all goes as we wish."

"
Then," said Gudruna,

"
you shall have my thanks

without fail, for you have spoken as my friend, and my
heart is so light and uplifted that I foresee that all will

go well. Hasten then, good Snorri, and success attend

you, for I am over weary of unwelcome love."

On the high slopes at Herdarholt Kiartan walked at

evening with his father Olaf and Colman the Irish priest,

who had come there for the solemn and joyous rites of

Eastertide. They looked down upon the pasture meads

from which the lowing of oxen and bleating of lambs

came up in blended chorus that told of the renewal of life
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and hope with the coming in of summer, and saw the

bright salmon stream go winding down to Broadfirth.

Olaf and the priest went on talking about ancient days
in Ireland and in Iceland, and of people who were dead

and gone ;
where their grave mounds were to be seen,

and what mention was made of them in song and story.

Kiartan, absorbed in his own thoughts, scarce heard

what was said, though famous names were mentioned,

such as Aud the Wealthy, Kettle Flat-nose, Olaf the

White from Dublin, and many others.

Over solemn and sorrowful on this glad Easter day seemed

to him this talk of those long dead and their burial places.

Life and love and joy, plans and hopes for the future

warmed his heart and inspired his thoughts as he walked

there in the gleam of the evening sun, and looked down
to where in the shade of a grove near the house a figure,

which he knew to be Refna, walked to and fro with her

yellow haired babe upon her arm. He would soon found

a home for them, acquire good land and build a spacious

feasting hall, with carvings and broidered hangings, and

beds enough for many guests. He would show hospitality

to skalds and strangers from over the sea
;

he would

plant trees and grow corn

Engrossed in such pleasant fancies and surmises, he

was at length startled by his father's voice exclaiming :

"
Ho, Kiartan ! See yonder a rider comes to our house

door
;
haste you now to meet him and learn who he may

be."
"
That grey horse we should know," replied Kiartan,

" and his rider will be Snorri the Lawman ;
he turns

his steps this way, and soon we shall know his tidings."

So speaking he went to meet the newcomer and welcomed

him
; bidding him good-day.

" And one is with us here
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who will be glad to see you, and a keen battle of wits

will be when you and Colman the Irish priest come

together."
" No time have I to-day to argue about the old faith

or the new," said Snorri.
"

I can only tarry to tell my
message and then ride away, for I am due at the house of

Gest of Bardastrand and may not delay : but for the

friendship I bear for Olaf and yourself, I had not come so

far out of my way." With that he told him the news,

that Thorarin of Tongue would shortly go abroad, and had

a good farm to sell.
"
There, Kiartan," he added,

"
is

a chance you should not miss if you mean to set about

house-holding, and others there will be looking after it,

so lose no time in closing the bargain, for better land you
will not find."

Olaf Peacock joined them then, and was heartily glad

to hear the news.
"
My counsel is that you ride there

without delay," said he,
"

for it would please me well,

Kiartan, that you should find a home such as that not

far from Herdarholt. Your mother and I would miss

you much should you fare further afield."

Then he fell into musing talk of the day long ago when

he had moved up to his own home.
"
My father Hoskuld

stood at his house door to bless me and wish me well
;

and the herds of my cattle and horses were so arranged,

so orderly driven and so great in number that the first of

them were entering within the garth at Herdarholt, when

the last of them were leaving Hoskuldstead, down by the

river yonder. It is strange to think of the swift passing

of the years of men's lives. If this purchase comes about

of the farm at Tongue I shall soon stand to watch the

faring forth of my son to his new home in the west, and

before very long, most-like, he will follow me with a great
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troop of riders when I am borne out to the last house of

all."
" You are too hale and hearty as yet," said Snorri,

"
to

be talking thus of your funeral, and like enough a man
so little quarrelsome as you will outlive many who are

younger."
"
Well, well," said Olaf,

"
at any rate when the end

comes there will be this to remember, that I have had

great happiness and prosperity."
" And death," said Colman sweetly and solemnly,

"
death is not the end, for you may look to enter into

life everlasting." .

Priest and Lawman eyed each other somewhat coldly,

for they had met before this and with little liking.
"

I

hear," said Snorri,
"
that the church at Borg is nearly

finished, but before long I will have one to boast of at

Helgafell that will be even as long and as large, if scarce

so richly decked. I trust you can promise entrance into

Heaven for as many as it will hold when thronged from

door to altar."
"
God's grace and not man's power or promise avails

for that," said Colman,
"
but right glad am I to find that

the church building goes on apace, and I am here to invite

Olaf Peacock's household to the consecration of the church

which their kinsfolk have set up at Borg."
Olaf promised readily enough to go, and Kiartan said

in words that were afterwards remembered and repeated :

" Look for my coming into the church at Borg with more

of the Laxdale folk than ever rode there to feast or fair."

Without much talk after this, Snorri mounted and rode

away, and his parting words were :

"
Let no time be lost

in making this bargain with Thorarin of Tongue lest any
other should deal with him before you."



Chapter XXIX

Kiartan Rides to Tongue

T was the evening of the next day after

Easter, and the men of Oswifs household

sat along the benches facing the fire,

disputing, as was too often their wont,

whilst waiting for food to be served.

Gudruna was busy, with the bonds-

women about her, giving out stock-fish

from the pile in the buttery, with meal

and cheese in good measure. Many as were her faults,

none could ever accuse her of laziness or want of thrift.

She was a stirring woman at all times, deep minded and

high spirited, and would rather be meddling with other

people's business than waiting about with idle hands.

\t Belli sat by the fire among the others, his dark eyes

fixed moodily upon the blaze ; his thoughts were sad and

troubled and he had little to say, nor did he pay heed to

the babble of talk about him. He was weary of the com-

pany of these brothers-in-law, masterful self-willed men,
who as often as not helped to stir up mischief between

himself and Gudruna. As for the sons of Thorhalla,

Odd and Stein, their chief joy in life seemed to consist in

bearing tales to their talkative mother, and no good had

ever come of that.

Bolli's last hope of peace and quietness seemed to

depend upon the chance which now offered of taking his

wife away to a home of her own out of the wrangle of

368
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never ending spites and jealousies. He was even now

brooding over this matter, and lines of anxiety showed

upon his handsome but sorrowful face.

The news of the farm for sale at Tongue had cheered

him when first they heard of it, and he had agreed readily

enough in his bargaining with Thorarin
;

but Gudruna

had acted very strangely, nor could he fathom the reason

of her varying moods. No rumour had reached him of

guileful Snorri's visit, nor might he guess the cold and

murderous council that had been given. When he had

brought the tidings that the price was reasonable and the

land all that they desired, she had expressed little pleasure

and showed no inclination to conclude the deal.
" Too

much haste brings mishap," said she,
"
and this must

be well thought out before my good money is paid down."

Old Oswif, who had been noted for wise dealings in his

earlier days, was feeble minded now, and would not gain-

say Gudruna's opinion, even if it changed within the hour.

When Bolli would have gone in search of other land he

had heard of in the north, she forbade him, and declared

that her heart was set upon the homestead at Tongue.
"

If we do not show ourselves too eager," she argued,
"
the price may come down "

;
thus she deferred the de-

cision, while her brothers advised and wrangled, one on

this side, one on that, till Bolli was nigh distraught and

knew not what to do or say. This evening they went

on worse than ever, for they were out of temper at having
to wait over long for their meal.

Ospak it was who railed loudest at Gudruna.
" Much

time have you spent adorning yourself and braiding those

brazen locks of yours, and better would it fit you to stick

to the housekeeping, and have meat ready for men like

us, who come in hungry from our work : no need is there

24
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for you to deck yourself in such style, now that you have

at last won another husband."

Gudruna answered furiously.
"
Churl that you are to

chide me thus ; it ill befits a woman of my station to be

attending upon such as you, and this has gone on long

enough."
"
True, indeed," said Bolli,

"
hunger and impatience

have made you forgetful of your manners, Ospak, and

too long has my wife been living among you." Speaking
thus he hoped to please her, but woman like she now turned

her wrath on him.
" And whose fault is it," she snapped,

"
that I have to bide here, when I should be ruling a house

of my own ? whose fault but yours, Bolli, for too slow

have you been about this land-taking."
"
Why then do you blame me," he replied,

"
for you

counselled me yourself against undue haste
;

but this

matter can be quickly mended, and at sunrise I will ride

to Tongue and settle with Thorarin."
" No need of such hurry as that," said Gudruna,

"
other

good lands are to be had, and I have heard it rumoured

that, before long, Thorstein's near neighbour will sell

his lands at Borg and go abroad."
" Be advised, sister," sneered Ospak,

"
and do not run

so great a risk as to live there."
" What mean you ?

"
asked Gudruna in amazement

;

"
have we any blood feuds then in that quarter ?

"

"
No, but there is this danger which should weigh

heavily with you ;
that at Borg you could not boast

yourself first and fairest of women, for in Thorstein's

house there is growing up a youngling who will soon

far outshine you, and already men acclaim her as
'

Helga
the Fair.'

'

"
Aye," broke in Thorolf,

"
a maid with hair like the
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sunlit corn, and eyes like the dancing sea. I saw her at

the Thorsness Thing, and none was more sought after."
"
By the Eye tooth of Fenrir," roared Ospak, laughing ;

"
you speak as though you had a mind to go a-wooing

there ; but so fair a maid will match with a comelier man
than you, who are accounted the most ill favoured of this

good looking family."

Odd and Stein joined in the laughter at this sally, but

Thorolf did not heed
;

his aim was to please his sister and

anger Bolli as he continued :

"
the beauty of Helga is

not to be wondered at, for she comes of the same stock as

the handsomest man ever seen in Iceland, namely, Kiartan,

son of Olaf Peacock."
" Whatever quarrel we may have with Kiartan," said

Gudruna demurely,
"
none can deny his manliness and

courtesy to women, and I warrant he will not be behind-

hand in finding a home for himself, when he sets about

it."

At this praise of Kiartan from his wife's lips, Bolli

paled, then flushed sullenly, and an angry gleam quivered
in his dark eyes ;

but by a strong effort he checked himself

and did not retort. By this time the meal was ready,
and thralls brought it to the board. Soon all were occupied

eating greedily, and little more was said.

Before the repast was ended, there came a clatter of

hoofs on the causeway outside, then the door was flung

open, and in rushed Thorhalla with a great outcry, that

they should give ear to the tidings she had to tell. No
one, however, looked surprised, nor did they bestir them-

selves from their meal, being well used to her chatter.

As often as not what she termed amazing tidings would

turn out to be some silly tittle tattle, such as old women

delight in over their whey ;
how such a one's wife had
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borne two at a birth, or a neighbour's geese had strayed

away.
"
Never did you come home yet without a long-winded

tale of some sort, mother," said Stein,
" and we would

wonder more if you walked in with nothing to relate."

A quick glance at Thorhalla's face assured Gudruna

that something of great account had befallen
;

could it

be that Snorri's visit to Herdarholt had already borne

fruit ? Her heart beat fast, her cheeks flushed, and now
she spoke to hide her agitation.

" We would be dull indeed here but for Thorhalla's

news bringing. You men folk ride back and forth without

as much as telling where you go, and your only talk is of

farming or fishing or to grumble at your meat." She set

a steaming bowl of broth upon the board.
"

Sit down,

Thorhalla, and take your share, for it will warm you after

that cold ride, and likely your news can wait."

Thorhalla took her place on the bench as she was bidden

and flung her cloak and head veil from her, but gave no

heed to the food before her.
"
Answer me this," said

she,
"
before you have my news. Has Bolli closed his

bargain with Thorarin as to the land at Tongue ?
"

Now Gudruna saw that her trust in Snorri had not been

misplaced, but she answered as smoothly as she could :

"
the land is as good as bought, for Bolli liked the farm

well and waited but to know my mind, so let it be settled

that he rides there to-morrow with the price."

Thorhalla drew herself up, looking around triumphantly,
for she loved nothing better than to cause a sensation.
" As well never as an hour too late," said she,

"
for another

has stepped in before you. The price has been paid down

before witnesses, and we will soon have a new neighbour

by the beach there, who will help to keep things lively ;
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that is if ye be men of spirit, and do not sit here tamely
and endure this shame he heaps upon you."

" Where did you learn this news, and who will our neigh-

bour be ?
" demanded Bolli fiercely.

" One who is no stranger to you, though little love is

now lost between you, and I had the tidings from his

own lips, for Kiartan, Olaf's son, rode to the door where

I was guesting, and told the business that brought him

by that way."
Now Thorhalla had leisure to enjoy the sensation which

her announcement produced. At mention of Kiartan's

name, Ospak and Vandrad leaped to their feet, swearing
that they would at once ride forth and end this feud one

way or the other. Bolli sat, his gaze fixed upon Gudruna's

face, his lips parted as though to speak, but no words

would come, for a silencing dread had gripped his heart.

Into her eyes, at mention of Kiartan's name, had flashed

an unmistakable glance of triumph and of joy. What
could this mean ? A hundred jealous suspicions assailed

him, as he recalled how she had held him back from the

purchase. Could it be that she had known of Kiartan's

intention, that there had been some understanding between

them ever since the day of their meeting by the well. His

brain reeled at the thought the room darkened round him,

then flared red as blood, and he heard the sound of their

voices far off as if in a dream. One desire possessed him,

to smite, to slay the man for whose sake Gudruna despised

and tortured him, and if Kiartan had stood before him at

that instant defenceless, he would have struck him dead

at his feet
;

for this was the baresark spirit of murderous

hate that had taken possession of him.

Gudruna looked upon her husband calmly and keenly,

and, discerning the passion that raged in his breast, was
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right glad thereat.
"
Now," thought she,

"
in this mood

he will rashly rush upon his doom, and Kiartan's sword

will rid me of him "
;

then she spoke.
"
So you have

roused yourselves at last, my brothers, and that is well,

but better had you wait for certain news of Kiartan's

homeward journey, and what force is with him, ere you
muster against him : but do not count on Bolli's aid in

this enterprise, so tender and brotherly is his love for

Kiartan, or else
" and here she shot a challenging glance

at her husband
"
can it be that he fears to meet him,

knowing better than any of you the skill with which his

kinsman wields his weapon."
Bolli's face became exceeding grim, yet he almost re-

joiced to hear Gudruna's taunting words. It might be

that, after all, if he could prove himself the better man
she would at last esteem him above Kiartan.

" No
reason have I to fear him," said he,

"
and when your

brothers go out against the Herdarholter I shall go fore-

most, and the feud that is between us shall be wiped out

in blood, else shall I never fare home to you again."

Gudruna now smiled sweetly upon Belli, for these words

pleased her well, and he in his blindness took comfort

thereat, for it was long since she had looked upon him

kindly, and little did he dream that she rejoiced to think

that from that strife he might come again no more.

After that the men of the household busied themselves

looking to their weapons, and talked together late and long.

Meantime Gudruna drew Thorhalla aside to her own shut

room, and questioned her closely.
"
Trust me to have my wits about me," bragged the

widow.
"

I knew right well they would be planning to

waylay him, so asked him straight what day he would

journey homeward, and by what road he would come,
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for that I had an errand he might do for me. Then he

told me that he would not ride back till Thor's day, for

he fared on north to Saurby, and would stay with the house-

hold at Hoi
;

for he has ever kept up the old friendship

with the brothers Knut and Whelp and that she-wolf,

their sister Aud."
" He will hear little good spoken of me there," said

Gudruna,
"

for doubtless Aud will recount the old tale of

how I won my husband Thord from her
"

;
but in her

heart she considered,
"
Aud's talk will do no harm, but

may serve to remind Kiartan that he may as readily rid

himself of Refna."

Thorhalla went on with her talk.
"

I asked Kiartan

then to bring me a web of woven stuff from a weaver in

that country side, and this he promised courteously enough ;

'

but surely,' said he,
'

you would not have me ride to

Saelingsdale with it, seeing how matters stand.'

" ' There you show your good sense, Kiartan/ said I,
' and better is it to avoid strife till hot tempers cool and

grudges are forgotten, so leave the cloth at the house of

the bonder Gellir in Swinedale, which will not be far from

your road
;
there I can call and claim it.' This he promised

to do, and I suppose you can guess why I bade him leave

the web there ?
"

"
Well and wisely planned," said Gudruna,

"
nor could

I have devised anything better myself ;
for when Kiartan

rides through Swinedale, and turns up to the bonder's

door, we can spy from afar what force rides with him, and

so can reckon what men will be needed and where they

may best ambush him."

She went on to praise Thorhalla for her foresight.
" No

need of thanks," said the widow, "for I, too, have a

grudge of long standing to settle with the Herdarholters,
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since as you know when your father Oswif would have

wedded me to Olaf Peacock he scorned the match
;
and

mistress Thorgerda has bragged once too often how she

took him over my head. Also I begin to think that they
had much to do with sending that great oaf Thorkel Hak
to make me the laughing stock of all in the Dales, and I

will pay them off for that."
"
Spare not your tongue then in egging on the men,"

said Gudruna,
"
but let them hold themselves in check

till word is given ;
and I will up to the out-dairy at earliest

morn of Thor's day, there to keep watch, nor will I trust

this matter to any other."

Thus speaking it was her intent that if Kiartan should

come by with few men she would withhold the warning
and let him pass in safety, but if he rode with a numerous

company, she would see to it that Bolli and the others

went against him. To Thorolf alone of her brothers she

would confide her secret wish that out of this encounter

Kiartan should come victorious to be rewarded with her

hand in marriage when her husband lay slain.

Thorolf, never at any time friendly with Bolli, had

hated him outright since he chided him for the stealing

of the coif, and thus his sister knew that she could count

upon him to aid her in her evil plot.

Meantime all went well with Kiartan in his bargaining.

He rode to Tongue with a trusty neighbour, An the Black

by name, and had speech with Thorarin who was eager
and willing to deal with him.

"
I must avow," said the bonder,

"
that Bolli Thorleik-

son came hither and spoke of buying this farm, but said

he must first find if his wife Gudruna and her father were

of one mind with him. Many days have passed, and no
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word has come from him, so it is to be seen that they are

not eager after it."

To this Kiartan paid little heed, but offered a fair price

in silver and in goods ;
then witnesses were called in and

the bargain was sealed.
"

I will ride on north to Saurby now," said he,
" and do

you, Thorarin, come with An the Black and me, and you
will not have long to wait for your money. Debts are

due to me there for cattle I have sold, and when that

money is collected you will be paid."

So they rode the three together, Kiartan. An the Black,

and Thorarin, and a right good welcome waited them at

Hoi. The sister Aud who kept house there was none other

than the wife whom Thord basely divorced that he might

marry Gudruna, who in her turn had guilefully got rid of

her husband Thorwald for his sake.

There is this to be told of Aud, that she waited for no

man to avenge her wrongs, but, attiring herself in her

brother's gear, she rode by night to Oswif's stead and,

entering the room where Thord slept, drew his own sword

from its scabbard and gave him a wound that marred his

comeliness for life. That deed of hers was the talk of

the country for long after.
"
She-wolf," Thorhalla was

accustomed to call Aud, and no one in all Iceland was

more bitter against Gudruna than she.

As they sat by the fireside at Hoi, she spoke warningly
to Kiartan about his feud with the sons of Oswif.

" When

you go from here I will see to it that you go not unguarded
down the Dale, for with you will ride Knut and Whelp
and other doughty men well armed."

Kiartan thanked her, but made little of her fears.
"
Never," said he,

"
will my kinsman Bolli join hands

with plotters against my life, and in that household hia
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sword Footbiter is the only one to be dreaded. I cannot

think that he bears any bitter enmity towards me
;

for

when Refna's golden coif was stolen, 'tis said he spoke
out his mind to Thorolf, whom most I blame for that

deed of shame. Coldness and severed friendship has

come between us through Gudruna's wiles, yet I trust

that with the passing of time all will yet be well and the

bond of brotherhood again made fast."
" Be advised by me," broke in An the Black,

"
and give

more heed than you have done to Aud's counsel. Truth

to tell, since yester morn I have been mightily ill at ease

because of a dream I will now relate. A giant troll-wife,

black and evil looking, seemed to stand by my bed in the

night, holding in one hand a trough, and in the other a

short sword
;

this she drave into me and ripped me open,
then pulling out all my inwards stuffed me full of brush-

wood."

At this dream of An's they made much merriment, and

Knut and Whelp laid hold of him as though to feel for

the brushwood in his stomach
;

then Kiartan said,
"

I

would my good friend Thorkel Hak were here to rhyme a

stave on this, for I never listened to a dream more grue-

some, save one that was told by Liot a baresark in a wood
near Nidaros when I was in Norway."
Even as he spoke thus jestingly there came to his mind

remembrance of his own dream aboard the Sea-deer ere

it was wrecked under the red cliffs of Fridarey, and of

Hord the Half-troll's soothsaying. For a moment he

looked grave, then the cloud lifted, and quickly he banished

his fore-bodings, thinking of the happiness he had won at

last with gentle Refna for his wife, though his love for

Ingeborg still endured, transformed and purified from all

earthly dross. He thought of her now as of one sent to
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guide him aright upon the rough pathway of life, and

there came back to him words that she had spoken when

they sat together in the woodland with Hundi the lonely

child, Earl Sigurd's son, playing at their feet among the

flowers. Then she had taught him the milder teachings

of Christ's faith, and how a warrior's might was best proved
in showing mercy ;

that forgiveness was better far than

hate, and more noble than the pursuit of blood feuds.

So much he dwelt on memories of Ingeborg and her

counsels, that it was not to be wondered at when that

night her fylgia seemed to hover near him. He dreamed

that he had mounted to ride to the church at Borg for the

festival of its consecration
;

but as he was ready to set

out he was troubled to find that there were but few who
followed him

;

"
yet I have pledged my word," thought

he,
"
that I would go at the head of a great company."

Then in his dream it seemed that the voice of one unseen

commanded
;

" make no delay, and be not troubled about

this, for as you journey men will gather to you." After

that he found himself riding through the gloomy depths
of a dense forest. Never had he seen pine trees so great

in any wood in Iceland. Denser grew the wood till utter

darkness loomed about him, through which he could feel

the lashing of the branches stinging him like whips of

flame, and the way was not to be found. Suddenly there

shone a radiance before him and it seemed that Ingeborg
stood there beckoning. She smiled and uttered one word,
"
follow," and he obeyed, though still the branches smote

him as if they had been swords nay these were truly

swords, keen edged and glittering, which flickered before

and about him, and still Ingeborg beckoned from afar,

and he thought,
"

I must fare on to the altar of the church

at Borg, there doubtless she awaits me."



380 SONS OF THE SEA KINGS

Gloom lifted, light brightened, and before him stretched

a glade opening in the thicket, and of that medley of

threatening weapons only one remained, wielded by an

unseen hand, menacing and terrible, seeming to challenge
to mortal combat. His heart leaped for joy ;

his grasp

tightened on his sword hilt : now at length he would cross

blades with this last of his tormentors, and with a shout

of defiance he rushed onwards. But even as the weapons
clashed, lo ! there by his side stood the Princess, and with

white uplifted hand made the sign of the Holy Cross

between him and that unseen assailant, whereat he stayed
his blow, and knew not what further befell of that strife.

Now he found himself at last out of that bewildering
forest on a road that stretched plain and broad before

him, winding over moor and dale down to the blue waters

of Borgarfirth. Far away a bell sounded, and he heard

voices chanting sweetly.
"
Folk are already assembled,"

he thought,
" and I must hasten though we be but few

"
;

then he turned to look behind, and lo ! he rode at the

head of a vast company, for many had mustered to follow

him, and stretching away into the distance he beheld the

longest, stateliest cavalcade that had ever wound through
the Dales. There rode his father Olaf Peacock and the

brothers, Steinthor, Haldor and the rest
;
Hrut the white

bearded warrior was dead a year, yet here he seemed to

come with his fourteen stalwart sons behind him
,

while

Gudmund, his sister Thurid's husband, led a band from

Asbiorness, and with him went Kalf Asgeirson and Refna's

kindred. There, too, was Thorkel Hak, with solemn

face, most unlike his wont, and after him Ulf Frizzlebeard

with many of his comrades in arms, and shipmen of

the Swan's crew. Most clearly of all, he discerned

in that dream the crafty face of Snorri, and strangely
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enough his was the only one in all that throng that wore

a smile
;
and still in the distance the bell sounded and the

chant rose, and all his thought was this :

"
truly I lead to

Borg a great company as I pledged myself to do, but I

doubt if the church will hold a tithe of them."

From this dream he woke in great awe, and lo, the hour

of sunrise was near, and it was full time for him to start

upon his homeward way.
Thorarin and An the Black made ready to go with him,

and when the horses were led out, he found, that though
he had gainsaid her, Aud had been as good as her word,

and had summoned neighbours, soldierly men, to ride

with Knut and Whelp and guard him down the dale.
"
For my mind misgiveth me," said she,

"
that such

things may befall on this journey that thou wilt not deem
these men over many ;

and if I can help it the witch

Gudruna shall not work thee woe."



Chapter XXX
Gudruna Keeps Watch

OW dawned the morning of the Thor's

day after Easter-tide, and that was a

day long to be remembered in Iceland.

The first rays of the rising sun kindled

into rosy flame the snowy ridges of the

jokuls, then a mellow glow spread along
the brown summits of the fells, and,

creeping down the slopes, wakened all

things into summer life. Into deep sheltered Saelingsdale

the beams at last penetrated, shimmering on the budding
birch trees, and broadening along the flowery meads

around the ever steaming springs.

But one was earlier up than the morning sun, for before

the stars had vanished, Gudruna had risen to deck herself

in readiness to fare forth to the out-dairy on the high hill

side, there to keep watch for riders from Swinedale from

the west. As she drew out this robe and that, and flung

them aside again, she was mindful that ere night the

lover of her heart's choosing might feast his eyes upon
her beauty, and it counted much that she should go well

arrayed. No wonder that this morning she was so hard

to please.

Festal clothes of scarlet or azure dye with broidery

could not now be worn, nor ornaments of gold ; yet even

among garments for every work-day wearing there was

great choice, and some were more seemly than others, so

382
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much thought was needful to decide in what she might

appear most fair.

At length a well cut gown of russet hue was chosen out

and set apart, with a wide scarf of deep blue softest woollen

stuff, fairly fringed, and already she wore an under kirtle

with sleeves of bleached linen.

Next she shook down all the rippling red gold of her

hair, then combed and twisted it braid by braid, and

coiled it about her shapely head, from nape of neck to

brow, round and round, till she was wreathed as with a

shining crown
;
then taking in her hand the brazen mirror,

she smiled, full well pleased at what she saw reflected

from its burnished surface.

Then it came to her mind how Kiartan had said she

had no need to deck herself with the golden coif to be

most beautiful of women
;

and likely enough when he

spoke those words his thought was of her wondrous tresses.

Yet she would have dearly liked to wear a crown, and

sighed regretfully, remembering how when Saelingsdale

was surrounded she had for safety's sake permitted Thorolf

to burn the coif, so that nothing was left of it but a lump
of twisted metal and some few of the stones she had picked
out and hoarded by. Such a head-dress she would make
Kiartan win again for her some day, and wear it when
she sat at feasts among high born folk in earl's hall of

the Scottish Isles, or in Ireland, where her chosen com-

panions would be kings and queens and noble hersirs

only. Here in Iceland every freeman's wife thought
herself as good as any other, and the name of king was so

little liked that Kiartan's royal descent was seldom spoken
of. When she took her place by his side, she would see

to it that he dwelt where his princely lineage was acknow-

ledged, and she herself yielded the homage due to her as
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his wife. From sudi dreams it was hard for her to go
forth into cow byres and dairies among milkmaids and

serving men.

She fastened the coils of her hair in place with here

and there a bronze clasp, then kilted short the russet

gown above her shoes, laced neatly with tasselled thongs.

The blue fringed shawl was then wound and draped about

her, so as best to show the curves of her lithe and shapely

form, one end thereof sufficing for covering of her head.

Now she stepped quickly through the hall, and none

yet stirred in shut-beds or lofts
; only near the ashes of

the long fires some few bondsmen woke yawning and

stretching lazy arms as they turned on their couches of hay
or rush, wondering to see the mistress pass out thus early.

The pale blue sky of April was veiled by filmy mist and

streaked with fiery flakes of cloud, and the air was yet

chill as she stepped briskly along the sward, then went

climbing up amid the crags and mossy slopes where the

dwarf juniper bushes put forth fresh prickly branches

crowding knee high like trees of a fairy forest. Startled

birds rose a-wing, and a blue fox slunk into cover as she

came along to the height, facing the sun glow, with her

long shadow wavering behind on the track of her going.

A soft lilt was on her lips ;
the azure of her eyes, the rose

upon her cheek outmatched the hues of earth and heaven.

In all the wide land that she now looked down upon, there

was no created thing so beautiful as she, nor one that

carried a heart so full of hate and guile.

The walls and stacks and low bulk of the out-dairy at

last rose before her. The long dale echoed back the lowing

of kine, impatient to be milked and turned loose upon the

pasturage, and the bleat of lambs gambolling about the

garth. For a while Gudruna stood and faced to the north.



GUDRUNA KEEPS WATCH 385

There the new risen sun shone against the hillsides of Swine-

dale, showing clearly every expanse of grey and glittering

rock, and, like molten silver, the course of every gill and

stream. There stood the house of the bonder Gellir,

plain to be seen, set somewhat back from the track that

led to Saurby. She saw now how deeply wise Thorhalla

had been in bidding Kiartan ride to that door, else his pass-

ing might have gone unnoticed. Soon she went in amongst
the bondswomen, who had but lately risen and were busy
at their morning meal of whey and cheese and oaten bread.

" And is it thus," she said,
"
you waste your time, and

delay to set to work, when no eye is over you ? It

takes me to be along at times to keep you brisk." Then

she herself sat to eat, whilst most of them hurried off to

the milking and others prepared the vessels for churning.

Gudruna partook of her meal sitting on a great stone

by the house door with her gaze still searching the dale

to the north, while the sleek cattle stood in line munching

contentedly at their bundles of hay, and the warm milk

frothed into pails at the knees of the bondsmaids. She

scarce saw or heard what went on around.

Rage and indignation burned within her as she thought
of how her dearest hope had been balked and she en-

snared into marriage with a love-sick youth through the

wiles of a wrinkled Spakona-wife ; trapped as easily as

are the foxes in winter
;

defrauded of her plighted lover,

for she gave no heed to the fact that she had refused to

exchange vows with Kiartan when he sailed for Norway.
" At last," she murmured,

"
the day has come when

his sword will sever the bond that ties me, and the love

tale of Kiartan and Gudruna will yet be told among the

sagas of the land."

Many curious glances did the bondswomen cast at her

25
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that morning as she paced to and fro with her gaze always
towards the hills.

" What whim has our proud lady
taken ?

"
whispered one.

"
Hush," answered another.

"
See you not that she

waits for some rider from beyond. Likely her friend

Snorri will come hither where he can whisper sweet words

in her ear out of reach of Bolli's jealous eyes."
"
Nay," said the oldest carline, who was said to be

gifted with the power of foresight.
" She hath to-day

the fierce look of a Valkyr, a chooser of the slain. Terrible

thoughts are behind that smooth brow, and her eyes are

as of one who longs to look upon blood from death wounds

and bodies of dead men. Her lips murmur a song that

sounds like a chant of battle."

Gudruna sang softly to herself a stave of the chant

that tells of the death of Eric Bloodaxe and his passing

to Valhal, and some deem that to be the greatest of all

songs :

" Thus Odin spoke :

'

Methought ere day broke

I garnished Val-halla

For glory full folk,

Fast up from the fray

Flitted forms of the fey,

I wakened the warriors, hah !

I bade them rise up
Benches to burnish

Beer stoups to furnish,

Valkyries bore wine cup
As though came a king,

Hither from earth

This morning must part

Warriors of worth
;

Expect them ere evening
Glad is my heart.'

"
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So she sang, and truly bore the mien of a Valkyr, for

proudly uplifted was her head, with the golden hair blazing

like a helm upon it.

" Mark her now," whispered the carline in awe,
"
she

sees the omen and rejoices." High overhead a pair of

lordly ernes went screaming across the fell and away
southwards towards the sea.

Gudruna looked and laughed to herself triumphantly.
" However the priests of this New Faith may prate, still

will the decrees of fate be fore-ordained for us, and still

will I pay heed to omens, for this one seemeth good to me.

The sea-eagles have mated, and their wings are spread for

their nest in the isles
;

southward like these will I soon

sail over sea with my Viking lover."

For a moment she stood there watching the eagles'

flight, then turning saw at last that for which she had

waited. Afar off a band of riders showed in a group on

the ridge of the hill, over above Swinedale, then descended,

riding down along the track amid the rocks. Her

breath came faster, and she waited, watching keenly
till at last they were more plainly seen as they
turned up across a sunlit space of rising ground
towards Gellir's farmstead, and now it was easy to

count their numbers. Ten at least nay twelve were

there, and now one rode ahead of the rest up to the

bonder's door.
"
That will be Kiartan," she thought, with her heart

in a warm glow and her cheek flushing like a wild

rose.
" He goes about Thorhalla's errand, and now

he rides away ;
well armed and well guarded is he

too, for the sun flashes on shield and sword and

glittering spear point, and Belli will not long stand before

him."
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So down she sped to the homestead to bid her brothers

and their comrades arm and hasten on their way.
The morning meal was over as Gudruna stepped across

the threshold and looked around to see what men were

afoot. She was well pleased to note that they had already

equipped themselves and had on their fighting gear, all

save Ospak, who still lay abed. He wakened and rubbed

slumberous eyes as she bent over him chiding.
"
Others

there are you must know who rose at day dawn to ride from

the west, and how, after all the shame he has heaped upon

you, can you lie drowsing when Kiartan comes down
Swinedale with but few men

;
had I not been early up

and watching he had gone by with none to bar his

way."
" You do not mince matters, my sister," answered

Ospak,
"
and I will not gainsay you, but last up may yet

be first afield, and I will not take long to dress and arm."
"
Beneath Goat-gill," said she,

"
you may best lurk

to set upon the Herdarholter, for there you will have a

good fighting stead."

After that she spoke with Thorolf apart and let him

know what she had hidden from all others, that she had

seen full many armed men ride with Kiartan.
" When

so many they are, the courage of our party will be

daunted, and they will scarce dare attack
;

so egg on

Bolli to give challenge of single combat to his foster-

brother."

Thorolf laughed knowingly :

"
trust to me, Gudruna,

to bring it about as you desire, but let this be between

ourselves, for neither Ospak nor the others would

sally out if they knew that so many came against

them."

Next she went to where Bolli stood apart, mute and
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mournful, and it was easy to see that he little liked the

look of things. Now Gudruna spoke to him tauntingly,

striving to stir up the sleeping fires of his jealous anger.
" The time has come," said she,

"
for you to prove your

worth against Kiartan. I will not try to hide from you
that time was when his love meant much to me

;
but of

late he has wrought ill against our kindred, and this is

not to be borne. Prove yourself his master and all will

yet go well between you and me."

He lifted gloomy eyes that for a moment looked search-

ingly and doubtfully into hers
;
then a swift change passed

across her face, the hard cruel gaze softened, with a lithe

movement she reached his side, and two soft arms were

flung about his neck, her lips were pressed to his, as

tenderly she kissed him.

Bolli paled, then started to his feet, and for a moment
stood wavering. Through the half open door could be

seen the five brothers, Ospak, Thorolf, Helgi, Vandrad,
and Jorrad ;

with them was Gudlaug, son of Oswif's sister,

the hopefullest of men, whilst Odd and Stein were lacing

on their leathern coats, with their mother Thorhalla

buzzing around them.
" No need for you," were her

words,
"
to come within the sweep of Kiartan's sword

;

that will be Bolli's work, and Thorarin of Tongue will

give you two enough to do." At mention of Bolli's name,
Thorolf glanced back scornfully towards the house.

" No
need for us to wait for that laggard, the very mention of

Kiartan's name has put him in a tremble." He spoke so

loud that every word was heard within.

Gudruna's arms had been clasped pleadingly about

her husband's neck, now she spurned him with a fierce

gesture of contempt, as she hurled these scathing words

at him :

"
Thorolf speaks truth, and it is now plain to be
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seen that you are afraid, so after this our wedded life must

end, for no woman of my spirit can endure to be mated

to a coward."
"
Such words come ill from your lips, Gudruna," cried

Belli passionately,
"
no more will I abide

"
;
then catching

up sword Footbiter, and with it cloak and shield, he

hastened after the others through the wood.

So they fared a band of nine together.



Chapter XXXI

Footbiter Flameth

"HEN Kiartan had left the cloth at

Gellir's house door he returned to his

company and, thanking Knut and Whelp
for having come thus far, bade them ride

back to Hoi.
" No need for you to

ride deeper down the dale," he said,
"
for

a steep and slippery climb you would

have on your homeward wending."
But to this the brothers would by no means agree,

saying Aud had sent them as his guard and not yet was he

past all danger.

At this mention of danger Kiartan frowned.
"

It was

never my wont to have others shield me, and I will not

have thief Thorolf boast that I feared to come nigh Saelings-

dale without many men around me." At length all un-

willingly Knut and Whelp with their band turned homeward
on the stony track up Swinedale to the north.

Recking little of danger, Kiartan with now but two com-

panions rode blithely on, but Thorarin, more cautious,

rode up on a little knoll where the vale bends somewhat

to the east, and with keen eyes searched the prospect
before them.

"
Hold," he cried,

"
spears gleam away yonder by Goat-

gill, and there if anywhere they will lie in wait for us
;

now let us go warily."
"
Let come what may," answered Kiartan scornfully,

39'
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I ride on. Never will the sons of Oswif have it to boast

that I was forced to turn my back on them." So saying
he set spurs to his horse and sped onwards.

" Now he is surely fey," muttered An the Black, be-

thinking him of his dream, yet nevertheless he and

Thorarin followed hard after. But a spear throw from

Goat-gill they reined quickly in, for now from the brushwood

rose the band of nine, and all too late they saw that they
had fallen into ambush and were outnumbered. A great

boulder, torn from its bed by the mountain torrent, lay

not far from the track, and with a soldier's insight Kiartan

noted it.
"
There," he cried,

"
will be our fighting stead,

and bold they must be to overcome us
"

: then leaping

from their horses, they ran quickly to that place of

vantage and turned to meet their foes.

They had not long to wait, for Ospak's band encompassed
them, and Stein let fly an arrow, but it fell blunted from

the rock.
"
Let be," cried Belli wrathfully, and smote the bow-

string with his sword, cutting it asunder.
"

If Kiartan

falls to-day, no sneaking arrow robs him of his life." A
frown settled on his brows, and he halted in his stride, but

Oswif's sons, with Gudlaug, Odd and Stein, advanced

again though warily.
" You thought you had need of strength to-day, thief

Thorolf," shouted Kiartan,
"
and here is a gift for you."

With that he hurled his spear. Right through the shield

it went, and through the arm behind it.

"
Did it touch you, thief ?

"
he asked mockingly.

"
Aye," groaned Thorolf ruefully.

" The gift reached

me, but 1 would that you had kept it." Now he was out

of the fight, and that arm was of little use to him

thereafter.
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At this his comrades paused, while they took hurried

counsel, then again came on.

Then spoke Gudlaug boastfully,
"

I have vowed to bring

Gudrun' thy head, Herdarholter."
" Come closer then and take it," was the answer.

Now Gudlaug bore a great spear, the head of which was

an ell in length, so casting his shield upon his back, he

ran at Kiartan holding it in both his hands. It smote

full upon his shield and pierced it, but Kiartan bore down
so strongly that he broke the head from off the shaft ;

then he hewed at Gudlaug in his turn, shearing a leg from

under him, and that was his death wound.

Then arose the hardest battle, for the sons of Oswif

came at them all together ;
but Odd and Stein made as

though to get around the boulder and come at them

from behind.
" Bare is back without brother behind it," muttered

Thorarin, as he turned that way,
" and here are two

younglings who will win little honour this day." Shield

aloft he rushed at them with a shout of derision, but Odd
and Stein waiting not his onset, turned about and made
off through the wood, and after them in hot pursuit went

Thorarin, heedless of Kiartan's warning voice, and little

guessing that they had been set to draw him off.

"
There goes the bear after the hounds," jeered Ospak,

as he with his brothers drew back for a breathing space ;

"
a merry chase they will lead him, and that ruse was

well planned
"

: then the stour of battle rose again.

Swords flashed and fell, shields clashed, and the fierce

shouts of the combatants re-echoed down the Dale. In

this brunt of strife fell An the Black most sorely wounded,

for a stroke from Ospak flew beneath his shield, and

clove him well nigh asunder.
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Now Kiartan stood alone, yet fought on so datmtlessly,

and warded himself so well, that none could touch him,

and for a second time all fell back before the might of that

single arm.

Then it was that Thorolf took to taunting Bolli with

words that scorched like fire, for all this while he had

stood moodily apart, coming not into the fight.
"
Nithing are you and shamed for ever. Never more

will Gudruna dwell with such a coward
"

;
but still Bolli

made as though he did not hear.
'

Then said Kiartan,
"
Why did you leave your home,

foster-brother/ if you meant to stand by thus looking
on ? One side or the other you should take, so try now
how Footbiter will do."

" A challenge goes there," said Thorolf scornfully,
" and if you let this pass, brother, you need never show

your face in Saelingsdale again."

Still Bolli stood in doubt, but now a flush had mounted
to his cheeks, and his eyes glowed angrily.

"
Ha," went on Thorolf,

"
I begin to see that you are

wise, for it is plain you stand no chance with Kiartan,

and soon would he be kissing Gudruna in your stead."

Stung to madness by these words, Bolli turned with an

angry shout, and Footbiter flashed from the scabbard as

he rushed on Kiartan swift as war-shaft from a bow.
"
Now," muttered Thorolf,

'

Gudrun' will have a red

head to trim for Bolli to-night, and that is what she looks

for."

Then it was that Kiartan left the sheltering rock, and

with a look of scorn upon his noble face, advanced to meet

Bolli.
"
Let Oswifs sons stand back," he cried,

"
if

they be not dastards."
"
Aye," cried Bolli,

"
back you curs. With me Kiartan
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will think he has enough to do." Then the din of battle

rose again in that wooded vale, and with fierce yells the

sons of Oswif, all save Thorolf, urged on Bolli.

Kiartan's strength was waning, and so weary had he

become, that he must needs give back step by step, till

his back was to the rock, and now his shield was rent and

shivered, and he cast it from him.
"
Finish the Herdarholter," howled Ospak, and in

leaped Bolli, but even as he leaped his feet slipped from

under him, and he fell prone upon the ground. A great

cry of dismay arose as Kiartan's sword circled aloft, and

now they deemed that Bolli' s hour had come.

But at that fatal moment Kiartan's glance lit upon the

runes that spelt the name of Footbiter, graven along his

opponent's blade
;

then in a flash, he seemed to see as

in his dream, the pleading face of his lost love Ingeborg

hovering before him, whilst her white hands signed the

holy Cross between two who were pledged to love and

defend one another as brothers and not to smite and slay.

Then came the memory of the wood at Nidaros where he

lay bound upon the Stone of Doom while she had guided
Bolli through darkness and danger to deliver him. His

blue eyes took a strange exalted look, as of a seer who

gazes on things unseen by other men
;

a radiant smile

illumined his countenance, and his uplifted sword fell

harmless to his side.

Then the voices of the watchers died away in a wondering

silence, but rose again in a triumphant shout, for Bolli,

recking naught of all this, and still maddened by Thorolf's

poisonous words, leaped to his feet, and thrust Footbiter

fiercely and unflinchingly through that undefended breast.

Then Kiartan reeled back against the rock, and stood

a moment thus, while his life blood dyed the blue kirtle
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that he wore with a sullen crimson stain. As he

sank to earth, his reproachful gaze fastened on Bolli's

face, and his lips murmured :

"
Ah, foster-brother, more

fain am I to take death at thy hands than to deal it to

thee."

At these words it was as if the power of some evil spell

had been lifted from Bolli's heart
;
a loud and bitter cry

broke from his lips :

" now I have done a nithing deed,

and, oh, believe that in madness I struck this blow."

Kneeling he raised his foster-brother in strong and tender

arms, and supported the drooping head upon his knee.

Thus in that terrible hour, as if by a miracle of grace, the

old bond of love and brotherhood was renewed between

these two. Forgotten was all the wrath and suspicion

of the last two miserable years, forgotten quite was

Gudruna's witching beauty, forgotten all the venom of

her lying words. Other things came into Bolli's mind
;

the joyful days of their boyhood together, the many
ventures and dangers in which side by side they had

borne arms, and as he cried,
"
forgive me," Kiartan's

eyes looked on him, though sorrowfully and ever more

dimly, still with the old affection and trust, and his lips

smiled and moved as though he would have murmured,
"

I forgive," but no words came
; faintly and ever more

faintly the gasping breath fluttered, paused, and at last

of a sudden ceased. Cold and very pale lay Kiartan,

dead in the arms of him who had dealt the death blow.

Then all things seemed to grow black before Bolli's

gaze. As if, far off in a dream, he heard the rustling of

the trees and the plunging of the waters of the gill. Con-

fused words reached him, for the sons of Oswif were taking

hurried counsel.
" We must fly," said one,

"
before Olaf Peacock learns



His back was to the rock, and now his shield was rent and

shivered, and he cast it from him.
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of this, for he will take up the blood feud speedily and

muster many men to come against us."
" We had best lie well hidden," said Thorolf,

"
till it

is declared that Bolli must bear the blame of this man-

slaying."
"
Snorri the Lawman should be here to decree the

atoning, if that is found possible," said Ospak,
" and

let some of you hasten to Helgafell for him, and bid him

ride hither with a great force, to stand by us against the

men of Laxdale and their kindred of Borg and Asbiorness."

Odd and Stein agreed that they would fare on that errand

across the firth, and taking the horses of Kiartan and his

comrades made off shorewards to seek a boat for the

journey, while the sons of Oswif went fleetly through the

shadows of the wood and away towards an outlaw's

sheltering place that they knew of.

Bolli had listened to their talk as one in a trance. He
saw how they fled, but for himself he thought not of flight

or safety. Had Kiartan' s blood avenger come at that

instant and stood before him with unsheathed blade he

would have gladly bared his breast crying,
"

strike, mine

is the guilt, I have slain my best friend and brother."

As he stood so looking down upon that lifeless form, he

remembered of a sudden that there was still a kinsman's

duty to be done for the dead, and none near but the slayer

to perform it. With reverent hands he did all that was

needful, closing mouth and nostrils, and shutting the eyes

for their last sleep ;
then taking his own cloak he wrapped

the body so that it might be the more easily borne.

Now it must be told that Odd and Stein had led Thorarin

a bootless chase through the wood, for both were swift

of foot and ever did they turn to egg him on
;

then he

lost sight of them and found himself nigh to the house of
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the Bonder of Goat-gill, and knew then that he had been

befooled. Out came the Bonder at his call, and Thorarin

bade him arm and with certain of his shepherds hasten

back by the way he had come, and sorrowful was he to

find what had befallen in his absence.
"
Let Bolli and the folk of Oswif look to Gudlaug,"

he said,
"
but I will bear hence my own comrades, and

sad am I to remember how hopefully he talked of going
to dwell in the homestead at Tongue, who will now be

carried hither a corpse."

Then at his bidding some there took up An the Black,

whilst others lifted Kiartan, wrapped as he was in Bolli' s

crimson cloak, and laying them upon their spears they
bore them on the way.
When they had gone, Bolli seated himself beside the

stream, and hiding his face in his arms was silent a while

for sorrow
;
but ere long he rose to follow

;

"
for I must

find a messenger," he thought,
"
to go to Herdarholt

ere night, and heavy tidings he will bear."

As those went up from Goat-gill who bore the bodies it

so chanced that Gudruna had come forth to hear if any
news was yet abroad as to how the fight had fared. Then

she saw them pacing slowly up the hill, bowed to the task

of bearing some heavy burden, and at that sight she

started and paused, almost fearing to look again ;
but now

she caught a glimpse of the crimson cloak that was folded

about him who lay upon the spear shafts. Her cheeks

flushed, and her eyes brightened as she went forward

eagerly, in the hope that all had gone as she had planned.

A closer view gave her surest confidence, for best she

should know that cloak who had woven it warp and woof

and sewn every stitch of its bright embroidery. This

she had wrought for Bolli when they were newly wed,
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ere strife had come about between them
;
now strange it

was that she should triumph to look upon that bridal

gift because she deemed that of it men had made his

winding sheet. Her heart was glad, but she bethought
her how she had a part to play, so faltered and stood as if

in fear, then cried aloud in a trembling voice :

"
do you

bring him wounded or dead ?
"

At their answer she feigned to make a pitiful lament,

as any woman would left widowed in such fashion.
"
Ah,

woe is me," she cried,
"

for here I have suffered a heavy
loss, but I will not be slack in taking up the blood feud,

and where is he who did this evil deed, that I may accuse

him to his face ?
"

Thorarin wondered at her words and her weeping, and

asked at last,
" Whom think you, then, Mistress Gudruna,

is he whom we carry here ?
"

" Who other than my husband, Belli," she answered,
"
and where is Kiartan son of Olaf, to whom I look to pay

the reckoning ?
"

Then Thorarin saw how it was with her, and stepping

forward, flung back the fold of the cloak that covered the

dead man's face, and answered :

"
Kiartan whom you ask

for lies here, and for him is the atoning needful." Then
the bearers set down their burden, and stood aside to wait

and rest.

Gudruna leaned over and gazed upon that still face

and form with a wild incredulous look, her lips half parted
as though to speak, but utterance was frozen into stony
silence. At length she staggered back, flinging up her

white arms with a gesture of despair, and with an exceeding
loud and bitter cry, she sank shuddering to her knees.
" Dead !

"
she wailed.

" Dead ! and by whose hand ?

What man in all Iceland has done this deed ?
"
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One answered whom she had not seen draw near.
"
By

sword Footbiter he fell and mine the accursed hand that

struck the blow." Turning then, she saw how Bolli had

come and stood there very stern and still.
"
Yes," he

repeated in a calm, cold voice that was most unlike his

own,
"
Kiartan is dead, indeed, but now it is plain to me

that not his death but mine you have been planning."

His burning eyes searched hers accusingly, and before

that gaze she shrank, covering her face with her hands,

as he continued wearily.
" Most reason have I to grieve

that you have not had your way in this, and that I do not

lie there dead at your desire. Death had been fitter for

me than life, since henceforth no joy nor peace may I

ever know."

At these words there stole into Gudruna's vain and

cruel heart a strange sense of triumph and comfort at the

thought that her beauty's power had wrought such ill

between two warriors so mighty and famed as the foster-

brothers of Herdarholt. She rocked back and forth moan-

ing softly to herself
;

"
unlucky I to have been dowered

with such beauty as is mine, since it has only availed to

lure Kiartan from love of his lawful wife and bring him

to death for my sake."

Then Bolli's anger and scorn blazed forth upon her,
"
Vain and foolish are you, Gudruna, to make such boast,

for at last the truth is known to me. Long ago Kiartan

had quite forgotten that boyish love he bore you, and

never was he false even in thought to his wedded wife,

but ever true in love as in friendship ;
nor would he now

lie here but for his faithfulness to the holy vow of fosterage.

Remembering that, he let fall the sword, and would not

strike the blow that might have put an end to my wretched

life."
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Then swift as flame from dry kindled heath, Gudruna

leaped to her feet and stood before him trembling with

rage and hate, for the wound he had dealt to her vanity

pierced to her very heart. Something calm and noble in

the dead man's face seemed to tell her that it was true.

He had never loved her, else would he have smitten Bolli

down, had never pined or mourned for her loss, had not

fought and died for her sake, but here he lay because of

old friendship and sacred vows.

Her head drooped in humiliation, and there she stood,

abashed, with downcast eyes, biting at sullen angry lips.

What was there left in life to give her any joy ? Sadly
she stood as if stunned by this unlooked-for stroke of fate.

At last there stole into her mind the memory of another

woman on whom it would fall more heavily, whose gentle

eyes for many a day must weep a widow's tears. Like

a draught of fiery wine this thought uplifted her. Her

cheek glowed again to rosy life, her eye lightened, and high

once more she raised her proud head with the crown of

living gold that ere dawn of day she had wreathed around

it for Kiartan's beholding. Now he would never look

upon her beauty, never kiss her on lips or brow, yet in

this some comfort was to be found, that henceforth no

other woman could claim him.

Bolli wondered at the sudden radiance of her looks, as

she gave orders to Thorarin and the bearers :

"
take the

bodies hence, for 'tis nigh noon. Aye," she went on as

that sad procession wended onwards,
"
the sun is high, and

I who saw it rise have been long afoot and never idle.

Hard needs spur to hard deeds. I have spun yarn for

twelve ells of cloth, and you Bolli have killed Kiartan
;

but this I rejoice to think, that Refna will not wear a

laughing face as she goes to her bed to-night."
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So malignant, so triumphant was her smile as she

uttered these cruel words, that Bolli shrank from her in

horror and turned him about to depart. He went east-

ward across the hills, she homeward through the wood,

and soon the width of the Dale lay between their ways of

going.

Then was fulfilled the promise Kiartan had made to lead

to Borg a great company for the festival of the consecra-

tion of that first Christian church built there on the land

of his kinsman, Thorstein Egilson.

Thither Kiartan was brought for his burial when still

the altar and walls were decked in white in honour of the

hallowing, and after him in long mourning train came the

men of the Dales, the Meremen, the Westfirthers, and

Refna's and Thurid's kin from Asbiorness and Willowdale

in the north.

There they made his grave and set above it a long grey

stone, which still is there for all to see, weather-worn

by the passing of full nine hundred years, and on it, men
who have skill to read the ancient lettering, say this in-

scription is carved :

" Here lies the brave Kiartan slain by treachery."

After that sad burial his kinsmen would have gone to

wreak instant vengeance on the slayers, but Olaf Peacock,

though stricken with grief for his loss, forbade the shedding

of more blood.
"

I loved Kiartan above all," he said,
"
yet desire not that harm should come to Bolli, nor would

the death of him atone the loss of my dear son to me."

So peace was settled then that for long years endured.

Refna went north with her brothers, and the saga tells

us
"
she was much weighed down with grief, yet bore her
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sorrow with dignity, and was easy of speech with all.

She looked *or no other husband after Kiartan, and lived

not long after coming to the north, and the tale goes that

she died of a broken heart."

Whoever would read more of Thorkel Hak may
turn to the pages of Burnt Nial, greatest of all the

sagas, where is recorded a description of a wordy battle

between him and Skarphedin, Nial's son. The rest of

his doings and the account of his strife with Gudmund
the Powerful, belong to the Saga of the men of Lightwater.

The Laxdale writer tells to the end the story of Gudruna,
and speaks far better of her than we have done, but there

is a reason for this which is not far to seek since the learned

scribe was a kinsman of her own
;

therefore he blames

her not, though he cannot hide the truth about the strife

she brought to pass between Kiartan and Bolli, and how
with the aid of Snorri's guile she deceived yet another

lover, and won a fourth husband, and he the wealthiest

of them all
;

then spent her old age in singing psalms
most piously.

And what of Ingeborg, the Princess whom Kiartan had

loved so dearly ? She survived for many years after her

brother's fall at Svold, and as wife of Earl Rognevald in

Gothland she holds a place in history for this, that she

gave much help to another Olaf who rose to the kingship
of Norway. A wiser man was he than Tryggve's son, and

so zealous in spreading the Christian Faith that after death

he was deemed a saint, and a church in the very midst of

London bears his name.

Ingeborg and her husband strengthened his hand, and
strove in all ways to bring about peace between him and

the king of Sweden, and to that end she claimed the hand

of a princess of that country for him. The messenger
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she sent to woo a bride for that royal saint was no other

than Hialti Skeggison the Skald, for it is told of Ingeborg
that ever she liked to have Icelanders about her Court, for

never had she forgotten Kiartan whom she had loved most

of all.

As for the truce that was made with Bolli after Kiartan's

slaying, Olaf Peacock held to it while he lived
;

it was not

so with Thorgerda, daughter of Egil Skallagrimson.
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